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Miriam
Sara, Chicago 2014

Miriam called me at my mother’s house two months after my brother Larkin died.
She was my mother’s friend from college. I’d seen her like a flash at Larkin’s
funeral: another body in black, her thin arms wrapped around my mother for a
moment.
“I hate to do this,” Miriam said on the phone. “I just need to know if you’re
keeping the apartment. Either way, it’s fine, but I can’t let it sit there another
month.”
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Larkin and I had rented her basement. She furnished it herself, and I didn’t
have much stuff there. Larkin’s things weren’t there anymore at all. He’d moved out
three weeks before he died, when we’d had a fight.
I sat at my mother’s kitchen table, where she kept her old landline. Next to
the phone, her address book was open and overflowing. My parents had divorced
when Larkin and I were teenagers, and my mother lived alone in a very spare
apartment at the edge of the city. She was still calling everyone she knew and telling
her story about Larkin.
“I’ll come get my stuff,” I said. “You can rent it to someone else.”
Only after I hung up did I remember that Miriam had also lost a brother, an
older one, who once boarded a bus to Kansas City and never reappeared.
Right away, my mother was back at the phone. While she waited for an
answer on the other end, she twisted the cord around her hand until her fingers
turned red. She began to tell the same story I’d heard, over and over again: her
version of what had happened to Larkin.
“I’ve thought about it some more, Lisa,” she said to her friend on the line.
“And this is exactly what must have happened: he was walking home late at night,
after working at the library. You know how Larkin works so hard. He had decided
to walk part of the way on the rocks along the lake. He used to love to do that when
he was a little boy. He slipped on the rocks because they were icy from the storm,
from the waves splashing onto the rocks and then freezing.” Here my mother
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paused, while her friend said something about the weather, maybe, or choked up
remembering Larkin as a little boy.
“And then the temperature dropped. Remember how cold it got that night?
He was able to stand upright in the water, but it was too cold, and he couldn’t move
out of it. He became unconscious. That’s where the beach walkers found him a few
hours later, knee-deep in the frozen lake.”
How she hadn’t run out of people to tell her story to, I didn’t know. Even as
I left and walked through the cold hallway and down the stairs, I could still hear my
mother on the phone, could feel certain words echoing against the walls: ice,
slipped, the rocks.
She always left out the same detail: that Larkin had removed all of his
clothes, except for his boots, and left them in a pile by the shore.

***

I had barely been outside in two months. Grief was a very indoor activity. My
mother and I turned up the heat and wore sweaters over our nightgowns. People
brought us food and then left, quickly. I tried to sleep and never could. We shut the
blinds tightly against the view of the lake.
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I used to love Lake Michigan and the way Chicago, the large, flat city I’d
always lived in, stretched out and curled against the water like a lazy giant. Now the
lake had become a deep, black hole, and my mother and I, in her apartment across
the shore, were teetering on the edge of it.
Across the street, a family played. A child ran ahead of his father. It was
early spring, and everything was just thawing out. Once we had been the kind of
family that played along the lake, but Larkin’s death had drained the lake of its
happy memories, pulled a plug like a bathtub.
I couldn’t fathom a happy time now; it was too far away, like being told as a
child that the lake had another side, another shore, when what stretched in front of
me looked infinite, absolute.
When I looked again to the family on the beach I didn’t see a father and a
little boy but a pair of dark strangers, peering over an abyss. I wanted to cry out, to
warn them of something, but I couldn’t find my voice.
Miriam’s townhouse was ten blocks west, away from the lake, in a
neighborhood settled by Lithuanian immigrants. She adored our family and rented
the basement to us at a discount. I’d moved in last April and Larkin joined me after
his college graduation. He barely passed, and he came back to Chicago so quickly
that he still had his gown on when he pulled up to the house. We had no real plans.
We were both broke, with no childhood home to go back to. We wanted badly to be
a part of the city.
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Miriam had no children. She was bewildered by us; she didn’t understand
two adult siblings living together. She could never figure out if we were children or
adults.
“You’re like a pair of fairytale children, hiding away in the cellar,” she’d
said once.
But what were we hiding from?
The apartment really was like a cellar, the narrow entranceway underground
and hidden behind several garbage cans and fake plants. Miriam fascinated me. She
was almost always awake (we heard her light steps through the floorboards), and
four times a week she hosted a ten-minute talk show on the Chicago Public
Broadcasting station, right from her front steps. She interviewed locals of interest
and gave them coffee while they sat together on her stoop. Three hot dog moguls, a
relief pitcher for the Cubs, an unremarkable congressman who used to have lunch
with the Obamas—were among her more famous guests.
When she wasn’t broadcasting, she helped out at the synagogue next to her
house, a grand, domed temple that shared a fence, with Miriam on one side and a
Jewish cemetery on the other. The synagogue carried the world of the
neighborhood. At dawn, the bronzed dome rose out above the city, bruised purple
like a plum, and in the mornings it shone golden and mighty like an imitation of the
sun. Larkin and I, in our basement, were interlopers. We watched the crowds fill in
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to the temple on Saturdays and holidays and pour out again in the evenings to gather
in each other’s homes. We longed for a community of our own.
When I turned onto my old block, it was ablaze with party decorations.
Streamers floated in the trees along the cemetery fence, which had just sprouted
green in the early spring. Balloons rose from the fence between Miriam’s house and
the synagogue.
People were everywhere, dressed in costumes. They wore robes, fake beards
and plastic crowns. Children ran through the street, rattling noisemakers. The
sidewalk leading to Miriam’s was dotted in confetti, candy wrappers.
Quickly I went down into the apartment. It was a relief to retreat
underground of the festivities. The basement was as cool and dark as a tomb. The
spare furniture all belonged to Miriam: a small ratty couch, a coffee table where we
also ate our meals, twin beds and bureaus in each closet-sized room for me and
Larkin.
But there were small stains of me and Larkin everywhere: candle wax on the
bureau, the quilt draped on the couch that my father’s mother had made for Larkin.
There was a burn in the coffee table from where I’d once dropped a hot frying pan.
I began to fill a box with things: plastic bowls, mugs, my clothes. Larkin’s
room looked bare, but I opened every drawer. Only one drawer, by his bed, held
anything left behind: a worn, square photo I’d never seen before.
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In a sprawling, faded cursive on the back, the photo said Lacey and April
aug. 1962. My mother and her older sister. Two girls sat on a small dock
overlooking glassy water. One girl was twig like, boyish, and small, and must have
been Lacey, my mother. The other was curvy and looked years past the age the
pigtails and checkered shorts suggested. Both girls faced away from the camera. My
mother’s back was tense, the bones of her shoulders sharp and folded into each
other like tiny bird wings.
I’d never met the older girl, my mother’s sister. I could only recall an
estrangement, an argument over the phone, from my childhood, vaguely familiar:
something about a beach house that didn’t exist, a final fight that ended a tie that
was already broken. The girls in the photograph sat on a pier and overlooked a wide
body of water not unlike the lake, though I could tell it didn’t have the same steely
cruelty.
Last to go in the box was Larkin’s quilt. I lifted it from the couch and pulled
at it until I could feel the stitching my grandmother had sewn in the corner: a small
rose, and the letters L A R K I N. He was named after a pond in Minnesota where
our father’s family had spent their summers. I guess the pond was named after
someone else, but Larkin was named after the pond.
On a map of Minnesota, there were at least a hundred other ponds in the
surrounding area, most of them bigger than Larkin’s pond. Even in Larkin’s
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namesake was the threat of him being swallowed up, ignored. I wondered if his
name had marked him, in some way, for a difficult, waterlogged life.
From the tiny kitchen window I looked out into the low view of the yard,
filled now with the feet of partygoers, and thought of the days Larkin and I sat on
Miriam’s back porch and watched the world of the synagogue over the fence.
Some days the temple’s yard was lively with children. Other days, the only
person out there was a young woman who tended to the garden. Larkin especially
was fascinated with life in the synagogue. Our family had no religion, but Larkin
knew all the bible stories, all the rituals.
And then one day last fall, I came home from the coffee shop to find that
Larkin had jumped the fence. It was the Jewish New Year and the library where
Larkin worked was closed. The temple must have been full, then, of members,
getting ready to atone the old year and start over again.
Larkin stood at the temple’s back gate and held it open into the alleyway.
Around his legs was a great flood of white birds, so many chickens, more than I’d
ever seen all at once.
“What,” I said. “Are you doing?”
“You don’t understand,” he said. He was shaking. “They were going to be
slaughtered.”
The chickens hesitated, bobbing their necks, feeling the air, until one found a
pile of trash behind the bakery down the alley and the rest were off.
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I peered into the synagogue’s yard. The chicken’s coop was well made,
sturdy looking.
“They’ll freeze out here,” I said. “You’re going to have to catch them.”
“Do you know what the rabbi does to them?” Larkin said. “He snaps their
necks.” There was a New Year’s ritual where chickens were sacrificed in the place
of last year’s sins.
“They can’t just run around the neighborhood,” I said. “They’ll die out here.
Have you ever caught a chicken?”
“No,” he cried. He was hurling himself at one now. “Have you?”
It wasn’t easy. We tried to herd the chickens and trap them along one side of
the alley, but they were frightened and slipped through our legs, running every
direction.
“Every year,” Larkin said, “All these birds are murdered.”
“I don’t know, Larkin. They probably had heat lamps in there.”
Later, from our window, we watched Miriam and some women from the
temple catch the chickens by slowly stalking them and then swooping down in one
swift, assertive movement.
But a few of the birds were never were found. For weeks, I had nightmares
about the unfound ones turning up bloody and mangled. I imagined all the scenarios
of their deaths: freezing, drowning, starving. Attacked by the neighborhood dog.
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The day we did find one, I asked Larkin to leave. Already he hadn’t been
paying his part of the rent. He’d disappear for days and then return, not to leave the
apartment again for a week. The night before, I’d brought a date over, and Larkin
had lurked at the coffee table while we ate spaghetti, telling us about the surprising
numbers of women who had been doused in gasoline by angry ex boyfriends.
In the morning, a chicken appeared on Miriam’s front lawn, knocked over,
frozen to death, left like a threat. I went in and packed up Larkin’s things.

***

I came back above ground and sat on Miriam’s stoop with my box. I pretended to be
one of her interviewees. Oh what’s in the box? I interviewed myself. It’s just my
stupid belongings from the apartment where I kicked out my sad brother and then
made him die.
People went in and out of Miriam’s house all around me. Finally I saw
Miriam herself come up the front path. She was wearing a long white robe, a black
wig, and dark eyeliner. Her arms and neck were draped in costume jewelry. She
looked surprised, and then sad, to see me.
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“Oh no. I didn’t know you were coming today,” she said. “It’s our Purim
party.” She fidgeted with the sleeve of her gown.
She sat with me on the steps, my box between us. Larkin would have known
the whole story of Purim. I knew it was the story of Jewish people narrowly
escaping some catastrophe, that Queen Esther was the heroine. Other holidays were
quiet—Miriam would retreat into the temple for what seemed like days—but Purim
was a loud, free celebration.
She handed me a soft cookie with fruit at its center. “How is your mother?”
she asked.
I knew when I got home I would find my mother still at her kitchen table
making phone calls.
“Not so good,” I said. “She talks a lot about what happened. But she’s not
really talking about it.”
Partygoers dotted the lawn. The white van, the one Miriam used for her
show’s equipment, was parked in front of the house. I saw now her nephew and his
friend, the filmmakers of the show, dressed in Queen Esther costumes and teetering
along the lawn, waving noisemakers.
“Who did you interview this morning?” I asked.
“A meat guy,” she said. “He wasn’t very friendly. I miss seeing your heads
poke out of the basement.”
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We used to watch her tapings from the threshold of the basement entrance,
through the row of plants. It always reminded me of being a little kid with Larkin
again, the way we used to sit on the stairs in our old house and watch through the
banisters while our parents threw a party, or fought.
“Would you tell me about your brother?” I asked Miriam.
“It was a long time ago,” she said. “We know he boarded a bus. He had this
stiff hair and big, very thick glasses, and if you met him you remembered him. So
anyway, the bus driver remembered taking his ticket. But I don’t know what
happened next. One day he existed and the next day he didn’t. It’s like when he
stepped off that bus, wherever he got off was cliff, and he fell off of the world.
Although, really, he was slipping away in small ways, all the time, before that. He
had been an alcoholic for many years. We were always barely able to keep him off
of the streets.”
“Could you tell that about Larkin, do you think? That he was slipping
away?”
She folded her hands in her lap and looked out into the street. “Even as a
boy, Larkin had a hard time,” she said. “It’s like he had that blood condition—
hemophilia? Everyone gets cut, but most people heal. A scab forms. For Larkin, if
he got a cut, it was like it just never stopped bleeding for him.”
“He’s the one that freed the chickens from the temple,” I said. “Did you
know that?”
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She shook her head. “They thought that someone left the gate open. They
never thought it was a person. But the woman, who works in the garden, a friend of
mine, she blamed herself.”
The party seemed to be winding down. People filed out, stepping over or
around us on the steps. They waved to Miriam and blew her kisses. They looked
warily at me.
Miriam took my hand. “Sarah,” she said. “Did you know that Sarah means
princess in Hebrew?”
“You’ve told me before,” I said. “But my name is spelled without the H.
And I’m not Jewish. We’re just nothing”.
“No,” she said. “It’s a noble, beautiful name.”
“What about Miriam?”
“In the Bible she was born at time when the Egyptians were making it very
hard for the Jewish people, so her parents gave her a hard name. In Hebrew, it
means bitter sea or strong waters. But Miriam stayed sweet and gave comfort to her
people.”
“I didn’t want to live with him anymore,” I said. “I drove him away.
Everything got bad after that.
Miriam reached out to the fake potted plant next to her. She used fake plants,
she said, because they looked better on camera. She scooped a handful of stones
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from the plant’s pot and began to stack the smooth, flat stones into a pile on the
step.
“In the New Year, the Kapparot ritual, we atone for our sins by confessing
and passing them onto the chickens. The chickens are slaughtered and given to the
poor. Their sacrifice is our exchange, so we can move on to a life in peace.”
“I was selfish,” I said. “I ignored the signs.”
She didn’t speak until she had finished stacking the stones. Then she swept
her hand over the tower, and we watched the stones knock their way down the steps.
“A person is more than just a pillar of her mistakes,” she said. “We atone to
keep from reducing humans to that.”
Two children on the lawn play-battled each other, one dressed as a king and
the other a queen. I remembered something of the story of Purim, the kind Queen
Esther who saved the people somehow from an evil king.
Larkin and my mother were a lot alike in their love of stories. I kept
imagining a conversation I had to have with my mother, where I explained to her
gently how Larkin’s death hadn’t been an accident. But of course she knew that
already, I thought. She needed a story because we would never know what had
happened to him and she couldn’t face that oblivion and the pit of sorrow that came
with it. But still, I thought, how long could she last before she faced the truth?
Would she explode?
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What bothered me most about the chickens we’d lost was the atonement not
met: what about those people who were waiting to sacrifice those chickens, waiting
for their release, and never got it?
Worse still that day, had been when the chickens got into the cemetery. They
slipped through the fence, and the gate was locked, so Larkin and I were left to
watch as the graves flooded with birds. They zigzagged around the mounds and
headstones like short, frantic ghosts and left feathers that never seemed to go away,
months later.

I had crumbled the cookie Miriam gave me in my hands, and it was now a
spray of dough on the steps at my feet. She placed a hand on my arm.
“Wait here,” she said. “I have an idea.”
She moved across the grass disappeared into the temple. She came out again
with the young woman I’d seen before in the garden. The woman wore a long blue
skirt the color of water.
When Miriam called my name, I followed the two women through the
recesses of the temple and down a long hallway. Illustrations lined the walls of the
hallway, scenes from the Old Testament. An old man stood with his face turned up
toward the wide neon clouds of the desert. He held his arms to the sky in defeat.
The caption at the bottom read Moses Re-enters the Desert.

15

The first time I’d been inside Miriam’s house, I’d noticed a pair of photos in
her front hallway. One photograph was old and grainy: a young couple stood on a
dock in front of a large ship, holding hands and looking at the camera but not
smiling. In the other was a couple again, much older, sitting on a porch swing. They
wore the same bewildered, grim expressions. Both couples were her parents, she’d
told me. What losses, what grief had she inherited? What ghosts of past pain?
Above us, stained glass panels of blues and yellows filtered in the sun and
dyed Miriam’s white robe with jewels.
We went out a door at the back of the synagogue and entered the garden. I
had trouble adjusting to the brightness of the light. The yard seemed to contain more
sunlight than I’d seen anywhere lately. The yard was small but flourishing with
herbs and flowers. Miriam brought me up to a pen. Chickens moved about the grass,
pecking toward the earth. In its center was a wooden coop. There were three or four
brown hens, and it was clear the temple kept them for eggs and not religious
ceremonies. Even though her gesture was so pitying, and a little pathetic, I almost
wept out of gratitude and out of the sight of those unexpected but everyday birds
that now reminded me so much of my brother.
“There,” said Miriam. She had one hand on my back, and held her other
robed arm out like a wing, gesturing widely across the yard.
“Speak.”
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La Traviata
Lacey, Atlanta 1977

I was getting ready for a date when my sister called. It wasn’t a first date, but it was
an important one. We were going to the opera. The boy would see if I had nice
clothes, if I could sit still. In my apartment I practiced a laugh that was both
charming and polite. I sat on my bed and studied the laugh in the mirror, from the
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side, since that was how the boy would see me in our seats at the theater. When the
phone rang it was not polite. It rang so hard it shook the metal frame of the bed.
That was how I knew it would be my sister April on the other end of the line.
“You need to come home right now,” she yelled.
“Hello,” I said. “How are you?” Those were the normal things to say on the
phone.
“Get on a bus, Lacey,” she said. “The next time she goes in, she’s not
coming back out.”
“I thought you said she was stable. Last time you said the treatments were
working.”
“Monday I took her in. She’d gotten sick all over her car. She had to pull
over. Mr. Fontenot saw her from his porch and called me to come get her. She was
on her way home from the supermarket.”
The last time I’d seen my mother she was eating only yogurt because of
something she’d read in a magazine. That was Christmas. It took my whole vacation
time to convince her to go into a specialist, to stop treating herself for ulcers and see
what was really going on. My sister was supposed to take care of the rest.
“Should she really be driving?” I said.
“Doesn’t matter now. Anyway, it was blood she puked up all over the car.
So I took her in, and they said the cancer had eaten away at her stomach. They told
me if she puked up blood like that again—”
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“Please,” I said. “The way you talk about it.”
“What, I can’t say ‘puked’?”
“No, just. I don’t know. Jesus. Can I talk to her?”
“She’s asleep. She can barely get out of bed now. I can’t wake up a dying
woman just to say hello over the phone. You just need to get your ass down here.”
“I can’t,” I said. I only had two days off. “I don’t see how I could. I don’t
have the money for a ticket anyway.”
“What happened to all your fancy Emory money?”
“That was a scholarship,” I said. “Anyway, I graduated.”
She skipped the beat where she could have congratulated me. “Well I
don’t see how you could be living your big city life up there and not have the
money for a bus ticket. I don’t think it’s fair that I have to do all this alone.”
“Maybe I could scrape something together,” I said. “But not right away, at
least.” I worked as a receptionist and I’d gotten paid yesterday, but that money was
pretty much accounted for in one way or another. “You just don’t get it,” I said.
“Of course I don’t. How could I? How could—hold on.” There was a
wailing sound in the background.
“Shut up, Daisy!” April yelled, too close to the phone. She had a daughter, a
sullen little girl, who they always left me to babysit on my short trips home.
Even though they never changed their schedules for me or seemed to notice I
was there, I still went home every Christmas during college. Last year I’d scraped
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together the last of my work-study money and given them bus tickets to Atlanta.
They laughed so hard that I’d refunded the tickets the next day.
“Listen, I have to go. I’ll see about coming down there—”
“You have to go? Where do you have to go? I have to go take care of our
dying mother. I have to go watch our mother die.” She’d used the word “dying” so
much that it started to sound like a lie. She hung up.
My mother and April had always been close, but in a drinking-gossipingganging-up-on-me sort of way. The image of April as caregiver was hard to fathom.
And how many doctors had they been through because mother couldn’t get along
with them?
I took a compact from the table by my bed and reapplied blush in the
mirror. April was probably lying about one or more things. She was always trying to
bully me into regretting my life. I could feel my sister on the other side of the
mirror, staring through to me.
I went over to the window and lifted the pane. In the evening I liked to open
it and listen to whatever records the girls down the hall were playing. Tonight it was
something I hadn’t heard before: a series of love songs, low and melodic. I bet one
of the girls had picked it up from the store that afternoon. We’d all been in the same
sorority. I wondered if they had dates tonight, too. Sharing the music, it was like it
was college again, and we were all getting ready together.

20

One of the girls had asked me to live with her first, but when she told me the
rent I told her I wanted to live alone, that I was trying to grow up. My apartment
now wasn’t a real apartment but a converted maid’s room with a hot plate I never
used and a bathroom across the hall.
I couldn’t see my whole length in the mirror, but I could do it in two parts.
First I stood on the bed in my stocking feet and looked at my bottom half. Then I
kneeled on the bed and studied my torso on up. The dress was a peach silk that
came down to my ankles, and cinched at the waist, and didn’t belong to me. I had a
coffee maker in my room, and there was a free one at work. I bought bruised apples
on discount, by the bushel, and every time I had to borrow a silk dress from the girls
down the hall or saw an expensive-looking one in the window of a consignment
shop, it fit me. If it was too big I hemmed it. I was proud I’d figured out how to be
so smart. Hunger was just a feeling, anyway, and a feeling was something a person
could talk herself out of.
The boy picked me up at the front door of my building in a black car with
wide, comfortable seats and automatic windows. I asked if we could drive with the
windows down. My shawl was knit and black and had a small hole in it. I wished I
had a fur. Everyone else would have a fur.
The boy had a nice heather wool coat and he was an almost perfectlooking boy except that he was short. But there was too much said about tall men,
anyway. There had of course been many great short men throughout history. And
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definitely many average, just-fine short ones. Also his name was Carter, which was
a lovely name and had a good posture to it. On our first date we’d gone on a walk in
the park.
His family had lived in Atlanta for a long time, and as we drove he called out
the names of different neighborhoods and pretty streets named for fruits and trees.
He told me what sort of important people lived on which streets and who else had
before them. I mostly didn’t know whom he was naming. He talked about the time
around the Civil War a lot, even though most people in the city these days were
talking about Civil Rights.
We went to a diner across the street from the opera house and ordered ham
and cheese sandwiches. I was careful to tuck a paper napkin into the collar of my
dress. When the check came the boy quickly waved it away with a few bills.
It was fine with me that we hadn’t gone anywhere fancy, but really, I kept
thinking what my family would say if they knew people in Atlanta paid money for
things like ham sandwiches. I doubted my grandparents had ever set foot in a
restaurant. Meals were something that happened in each other’s homes and
backyards, often made out of nothing. My mother boiled feasts out of shrimp shells
and pork bones. In this city everything came wrapped in plastic.
The boy put his hand on the small of my back and rushed me across the
street. “We need to have enough time to walk through the lobby. It’s supposed to be
beautiful. You’ll want time to admire the opera house before the lights go out.”
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The opera house was new; this was its first season. I knew these tickets
hadn’t been easy to get, and I knew the boy knew that I knew that.
The shape of the house was sleek and modern. It looked like a smooth egg.
Inside it was done up in the old world colors, gilded banisters and lush red carpet.
The boy was explaining the opera to me. “It’s a popular tragic love story,” he said.
“A man of good standing falls in love with a whore.”
I already knew the story. I’d taken a course on Verdi in college. Violetta
wasn’t a prostitute but a courtesan and a noblewoman who risked everything for
love and then died anyway. I didn’t really think that romance was the takeaway
from La Traviata. If anything, Violetta would have had it better if she had stayed in
Paris and kept dating the Baron, instead of moving to the country with her new
lover just to die of tuberculosis. If I had been a different kind of woman, I would
have explained all this to him.
We went to our seats and there was the excited hush of the theater: the
dimming of the lights, the tinkling music, the rustle of clothes. It felt rich and
velvety. The conductor entered, and everyone clapped. I liked the first act because
of all the parties. People always remember the opera as tragic but there was a lot of
laughter and folly, too.
No one was better at a party than my mother and sister. During the spring
my uncles would find a pig to slaughter. The men spent the morning butchering, and
my mother never helped with any of it, with anything, even when her sisters were
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elbow-deep in the mixture of blood and rice they used to make the violet-colored
sausages.
Her family had stopped calling her years ago with the invitation, but the
party had always been on the same day, since before she was born, and she knew
when to show up. She drove out late in the morning with her own liquor and two
little girls dragging along behind her. She could dance, though. That was for sure.
By the end of the day, in the dark, her family was dancing and laughing alongside
her.
I’d always thought that once I had a good job, and a husband, and a fine
house I would buy my sister and mother a ticket to come up here, even get them on
a plane, and it would be proof that I had made all the good decisions to leave home,
and get educated, and starve myself. I realized it could be too late now. They’d
never see me here. They’d never know me in my new life. Would I see them
again—get to turn back one last time—before I disappeared into this new life and
never returned?
At the opera’s opening Violetta is already sick, and that was how you knew
the story was really a tragedy. She got well in the middle and did a lot of things and
fell in love, but she was doomed all along. Even if you didn’t read the subtitles or
know anything about the opera, Violetta’s pale face at the close of the first act, the
way the dark red rose pinned to her breast glowed against her black dress, was
enough to understand how the whole thing would turn out anyway.
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During the intermission, men smoked at the gold bar, and the women used
the restroom. The line to the women’s bathroom strung along the wall and then
snaked out into the center of the lobby. I cut through to use the payphone in the
corner. I was hidden by the long string of women in gowns and fur shawls. I slipped
a coin into the slot and dialed my mother’s house. The phone rang for what felt like
a very long time.
Perhaps it was only that they were out. They probably had a bar they liked to
go to down the street from where they were living now. I could picture what it was
like. They would smoke cigarettes and grip cold bottles of beer. They would know
everyone in the place, and they would be the only women. I saw them there now,
laughing and talking loudly, leaning into one another. I saw their relaxed bodies
become engulfed in a cloud of smoke.
In the lobby of the theater, the phone had been ringing for so long that it
vibrated through me now, became as much a part of me as the pulsing pain in the
bottom of my shoes, as the lights above my head that would flicker soon.
The ladies in the line were anxious to use the bathroom before the second act
began. Diamonds hung around their necks like heavy boulders.
Very quietly, politely, I pardoned myself to get through, but they were
preoccupied with their need and didn’t hear me. I tapped one bony shoulder but still
nothing. I pushed a little harder and wormed my way through the line, pressing
against their frail bodies. One of them looked back and frowned.
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“Rude girl,” she said.
“No class,” said her friend. I didn’t pay any mind to them. I was younger. I
had this advantage. I still had time to become them, and then some. I still had time
to live better than they did, and they’d be dead in the ground.
I found Carter standing alone by the bar with two flutes of champagne.
“Are you feeling okay? You were gone a long time,” he said.
I smiled and took one of the glasses. “I’m fine,” I said. I tipped back the
flute. “Just thirsty.”
We were late getting back to our seats and had to shuffle through the dark.
The champagne was making my head buzz. Everything started to go downhill for
Violetta. Her first mistake was that she moved to the country with Alfredo. By the
second act she had fallen in love with him and started to make bad decisions. She
had to sell everything to support her new country lifestyle: the carriages, the house,
the jewelry.
And still, Alfredo denounced her, calling her a whore in front of everyone at
a party back in Paris. By the time Alfredo got it together and came back around to
her, Violetta’s illness had returned. The final aria was more of a bloodcurdling wail
than a song. Then she died.
When the curtain went down, Carter took my hand and squeezed it. “Doesn’t
it just make you feel romantic?” he said.
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“I don’t know why she ever left Paris,” I said. “If I ever go to Paris, I’ll
never leave.”
When I laughed I opened my mouth, but not too wide. It made a sound like a
small bell. He leaned in and kissed my cheek.
“I’ll take you to Paris,” he said. “First, more champagne. I know a place.”
He got up and offered his arm. Standing over me, he looked taller, handsome in his
crisp tuxedo, a crimson pocket square stained against the deep black of it. I took his
hand and leaned into him. One day I would have a daughter who would go to the
theater. I’d help her get dressed. But I’d tell her not to listen to those silly tragedies.
I would tell her that sometimes everything turned out exactly how you wanted.
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House Rules
Daisy, Mississippi 1997

They were adopting a dog. Daisy’s mother April had the idea. Daisy imagined an
elegant creature, like a Labrador, but April said she wanted something she could
hold in her hand.
“How will it scare off a rat if it’s the same size as one?” Daisy asked. Late
one night, April had seen a rodent sprint along the perimeter of their kitchen
counters. As if it was his track, she’d said. As if the fucker was trying to get in
shape.
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“Don’t be stupid,” April said. “We’ll get a terrier. Those dogs were bred to
chase rats.”
At the shelter, nothing was quite a terrier, or even a Labrador, but a mix of
things. Mostly Chihuahua, if it was small, and pit bull, if the dog was larger.
“There’s a genetics kit you can order on the internet,” the woman at the
shelter said. “It breaks down the different breeds that make up your dog. It’s not
always accurate, but it sure is fun.”
“Right,” said April. She held a small, white dog in her palm and floated it up
and down, as if she was testing its weight. “But will it kill a rat?”
“They’re natural predators,” the woman said. She gave April a meek shrug.
“If there’s a dog in the house, other creatures will stay away.”
Daisy’s daughter Lena sat on the shiny floor with her short legs sprawled out
in a V. They were in a round room at the center of the shelter. The dogs were kept
in crates stacked high along the walls. The woman working at the shelter opened the
cages and let new dogs into the center of the room for their family to test out. Lena
opened her arms to each one, letting them crawl over her, lick her face.
All that week, Lena’s father was in town. First Daisy heard April answer the
phone one night from her bedroom. She knew it was Aaron on the other line; she
heard him in April’s thick, even tone, the way she denied him with her words.
“Daisy’s not here,” she said.
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Then Daisy had seen a truck, a new one, parked outside of Aaron’s
grandmother’s house and known it was his. Now she was seeing the truck—a
Tacoma, a strange green-gray color—everywhere she went, at the grocery store,
driving to the pharmacy where she worked, in the spot next to them at the animal
shelter’s parking lot, until she saw the sun was playing with her eyes, and that truck
was blue.
Lena called to the animals in her quiet, gentle voice. Daisy could tell the
shelter floor was cold from how smooth it looked, how it glowed.
“Get off the floor,” April said to Lena. “You’re going to be covered in dog
hair.”
Daisy imagined the nests of dog hair that would gather in the corners of their
apartment, where the carpet was peeling away from the floor. The three women
shared a two-and-a-half bedroom. Daisy had never lived apart from her mother.
April was still balancing the dog against her palm, like a ball. At any minute
she might hurl it against the wall, see if it bounced.
“This is the one,” April said.
Daisy reached out to touch the animal, to pet him, cradle his small head. At
the touch, his coat was more wiry than soft. Underneath his fur, the bones felt as
light and fragile as a bird’s.
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The dog sat in the back of the car with Lena; April didn’t want to get any
hair on her work uniform. Lena hooked her seatbelt around herself and the dog. She
squeezed him against her small body.
“Don’t hold him so tight,” April said. “He’ll suffocate.”
“Thank you,” Lena said breathlessly, still squeezing the dog. Daisy was
startled. It hadn’t really occurred to her that Lena might think the dog was a pet,
something they were picking out for her. And why wouldn’t she? She was a child. It
was a dog.
Daisy drove through town. All along the Gulf of Mexico, the town spread
out into little clumps of life, houses and strip malls like the one where the animal
shelter had been. A big casino and resort expanded along the beach, much larger
and nicer than the casino where April worked, but April had a good thing going, she
said. She’d been there for almost twenty years and knew how to work the managers
who came and went, men younger than her, men Daisy’s age, into a place wedged
right under her thumb.
Daisy pulled off from the shore road and dropped her mother at work. There
was a small, murky pond in front of the casino, and since Daisy was a little girl, a
single Koi fish had lived in the pond. At one time, the casino had tried to stock the
pond with other fish, but the Koi just ate them. Now he ruled his murky kingdom
alone, growing fatter.
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On nights when April hadn’t wanted to pay a babysitter, Daisy had spent the
long shift under the blackjack table. She couldn’t come up from under; the sight of a
little girl in braids would depress the gamblers, sober them up, and anyway it was
illegal. But when she turned thirteen, April let her come up and watch the games.
She wanted Daisy to learn the trade.
She liked to give Daisy lessons and predictions for bad things that would
happen to her.
“Men will leave you and steal your children,” April had told Daisy, while
she dealt a card to the man slumped across from them. She dug her hand into
Daisy’s Shirley Temple and fished out a cherry. April loved watching the men go
bust. Even as a child, Daisy knew those were men down on their luck, men sorry to
be there, and she felt bad for them. But her mother didn’t.
Driving home, Daisy made a sudden left and pulled down Aaron’s
grandmother’s street. The truck was still parked in front. She left her car running
for the child and dog. She peered into the windows of the truck, saw Aaron’s
belongings, his trash mostly, and she ached for something, but not him. It wasn’t
love that made her touch the side of the truck with her two palms, not the reason she
made an inventory of his belongings: the maps, the crushed cans of energy drinks, a
Styrofoam cup in the holder filled with tobacco spit. The truck was new, but she
could smell the miles on it.
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She didn’t miss him. Not really. She looked out of curiosity, wanting to
know another person’s life, where he had been, to see if the places and experiences
could rub off on her.
There were books on the passenger seat, one on meditation, and another,
called Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. She was impressed that he was so
introspective. I don’t know him, she realized. I barely know anyone.
They were driving away when the front door of Aaron’s grandmother’s
house opened and Aaron appeared in the doorway. She could only make his figure
out enough to see that he was unshaven, that he was still tall.
For a second, Lena came out of her puppy daze. “Where are we?” she asked.
“Who was that?”
She half-expected that the child could somehow sense her own parent,
without knowing him.
“Who do you think it was?” Daisy asked her. But in the rearview mirror
Lena looked confused, a little hurt. Was there anything tying the two together—a
smell, a look? Would Aaron know his pale, skinny six-year-old out of a crowd of
pale, skinny six-year-olds? Daisy was certain that she carried April around with her,
like a shadow.
She’d met Aaron at the pharmacy where she worked, and while they were
dating, Daisy tried hard to keep him from meeting April. April knew more about the
ways of men than she did, Daisy was sure of that, but still, sometimes she couldn’t
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help wondering if April’s predictions of the bad things that men did was really just a
curse she carried with her.
One day April showed up to the pharmacy, leaning so hard over the counter
that her cleavage pressed against the glass. She waved Aaron over and they talked
for a long time. The next month, Aaron was gone and Daisy was pregnant.
All week, in the early mornings, the dog greeted April coming home from
work. Daisy and Lena were used to the muffled crashes of April’s returning; her
high heels as she moved across the thick carpet, the sound of her jewelry collapsing
into her satin comforter. But they woke when the dog woke; he half-growled and
then yipped excitedly, as if eager for master. They’d fallen asleep in April’s big
king bed, with the television on.
“Oh well,” April said, after she had yelled at the dog. “Still better than rats.
Now get out of my bed.”
Lena worshipped the dog. She led him around the house on a thin pink
ribbon, until Daisy noticed she had it around his fragile neck like a noose.
“Jesus! Are you trying to kill him?” Daisy asked. And the child wept in
confusion.
She tried instead to teach the child how to care for the dog. Feed him, she
told her, tell him to sit. They took the dog down to the beach and gave him a ball to
chase. For a second, Daisy thought she saw the flash of a gray-green Tacoma, but it
was just the water, flat and filmy along the horizon.
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At dinner one night, April was in a foul mood. She’d been sent home early
from work because business was too slow. Now she paced the length of the room,
still in her work shoes.
“Everything is too average right now,” she said. “No one is gambling. When
things are really bad or really good, when oil is flooding into the gulf or out of the
earth or whichever, the casino is full.”
She went on like this, ranting and pacing, until she stepped in one of the
dog’s neat, coiled piles of shit.
“God dammit,” she cursed. “That girl can’t take care of anything.”
“She’s six,” Daisy said.
“Stop it,” April said. They stared at her. They couldn’t help it. April hopped
around on one foot trying to remove her heel without getting any shit on her hands.
At any second she looked ready to fall over completely.
“Why are the two of you always here?” she yelled at them. “Don’t you have
any friends—either of you?”
Daisy abandoned their dinner and took Lena down to the water.
“Can I go swimming?” Lena asked.
“I don’t care,” Daisy said. If she dug her feet hard enough into the sand, the
sand massaged back. “I really don’t care.”
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During Lena’s birth, April had been on her overnight shift and didn’t come
by until the early morning, when it was all over, when she brought Daisy a jar of
syrupy pineapples she’d swiped from the bar.
“You suffer alone,” April had said. “You do now, and you will again.”
Now Daisy watched the child disappear into the water. She imagined the
tides rising, the water growing wild and taking over the beach, disappearing the
both of them. She worried sometimes when she thought like this. Last month, she’d
bought a bottle of St. John’s Wart from the pharmacy where she worked, after
reading about depression on the Internet. She tore off the label and kept the bottle in
the bottom of her purse. In the mornings, when she took her coffee, she swallowed
the pill and waited for something to happen.
Lena was shivering when she emerged from the water. In the moonlight she
was a shiny and small, like a baby seal.
Daisy took off her sweater and wrapped it around her daughter. She hugged
her close, and in the moment, felt like a mother. I am a mother, she thought. She
said the word again in her head, until it was almost a comforting sound.
Late that night, the dog barked, as if by alarm, expecting April home from
work. Daisy tossed and then relented, got up from bed to start her day. He was
making a strange whine, somewhere between a plea and a warning.
She found April standing above the animal in her silky robe. April held out
her arm, straight as an arrow and pointed her handgun at the dog’s small face.
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“I told him if he doesn’t stop barking I’ll shoot.”
It was the gun April brought to the casino with her, hidden in her handbag.
Daisy felt the heat of the room rise, felt is was coming from the powerful line of
April’s arm, the violence April had drawn between herself and the small animal.
But April’s face was calm, and the dog’s face was the same as it always was when
he looked at April, begging for something, for food or affection.
“The dog doesn’t know what a gun is,” Daisy said. “He can’t understand
your threat.”
“Nonsense,” April said. “He can read body language. They’re more intuitive
than humans.”
But the dog’s brain was immediate: Daisy saw it in his small, earnest eyes.
He didn’t understand a bargain, the threat of future violence. Daisy felt bad for him.
Why should he have to endure this? They obviously had no idea how to care for
him. She thought of April’s voice on the phone when Aaron had called, the coarse
way she set a barrier around her world, decided who she would push out and who
she would force inside. She thought of the fish circling the pond outside the casino,
eating everything and growing stronger. But her mother’s s barriers were fake.
She’d invented them.
Later that morning, Daisy took a vitamin and picked up the phone. She
struggled in what to tell Aaron about their daughter. “She’s quiet,” Daisy said. “She
observes things.”
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“She’s a good kid,” she said finally and knew this was true. She made plans
for Aaron to pick Lena up. They could spend the day at the small arcade along the
beach.
Once her daughter was gone, Daisy moved about the apartment, gathering up
all remnants of the dog: the half bag of kibble, his tennis ball, his thin red leash.
She swept up his hair one last time. She loosened Lena’s pink ribbon, now dirty and
tattered, from the animal’s neck and threw it in the trash.
When she picked up the dog, he was denser and more muscular than she
remembered. Maybe he could have survived here, she thought. But why make him?
At the shelter, the woman asked Daisy what they had been calling the dog, and she
was embarrassed when she couldn’t remember any name for him.
As she was leaving, she heard a woman from the shelter speak to a little boy.
“We save animals from bad homes,” the woman explained.
“What’s a bad home?”
The woman knelt down to boy’s level. “A bad home is where the animal
isn’t getting all the love it needs from its owners.”
But a bad home could be a lot more things than that.
On her way home, Daisy stopped at a pet store and purchased a goldfish for
the child. It will be her pet, she thought. She deserved to have things—joyful,
childlike things. At home, Daisy removed the fish from his plastic bag and lowered
him into a small plastic bowl she’d purchased. She set the bowl on a table by the
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window, in the direction of the ocean. The goldfish circled frantically at first,
understanding his surroundings. He knocked against the glass sides of the bowl.
Then he idled, in the middle of the small tank, uncertain what to do next.
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Mightier World
Lena, Colorado 2006

I met him in the middle of the country, in the middle of the night, in an empty lot by
the train tracks. I had just crossed into Kansas, but I was still trying to get the dry
scratch of Texas out of my throat. For a girl who’d never left the short beach of
Mississippi before, the span of Texas was impossible. I might as well have been lost
on Mars.
I was wearing the baptism dress my mother had bought the week before I left
home, the one I’d ripped in half, torn the sleeves off of, and dyed a deep, dark red.
Weeks later, the dye still left my skin pink and raw-looking. My mother’s own dress
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was probably still white, probably still hanging from the railing of our metal
balcony at home, crying in the wind.
He was covered in the same dark, tattered clothing and layer of grime as the
rest of us, but he didn’t scowl over the bonfire or nod off. He sat cross-legged with a
tiny, expectant smile on his face, like he was about to lead everyone in a round of
camp songs. He looked at me like he thought I would volunteer first.
He asked me where I was going and I said Colorado. I wanted to get to a
mountain. I was craving something tall and steady.
He told me I was heading in the right direction.
“I know,” I said, though I was a little relieved. I had been traveling with a
girl named Scottie who didn’t own a map. She and her friends followed after whiffs
of things, like a pack of animals, but she had taught me how to ride trains and I was
grateful for that. Scottie slept next to me now, curled up against the fire. She had a
pink scar under her eye, in the shape of a crescent moon, and she liked to tell
everyone how she’d been jumped outside of a convenience store in Cleveland while
she was trying to steal beer.
There had been a map of the United States hanging on the wall of my
sophomore history class. It was textured, bumpy and raised in higher places, and
smooth, almost concave across the flat Midwestern states and the low South. I liked
to get lost in it, like one of those magic eye posters. I didn’t care much for history
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class. I didn’t think you should trust something just because it was old. Maybe that
came from having a grandmother who lied a lot.
He came over to where I was sitting and pulled his backpack onto his lap.
His lips were burnt pink. He had a tattoo of a triangle on his right pinky finger. I
asked him where he was from, and he just started taking things out of his bag: a few
granola bars, a sweatshirt, a book of poetry. He took out a pile of photographs, a
flashlight, and a small axe. When he’d taken everything from his bag, he fanned the
photographs out onto the ground. They were pictures of shiny, wide-eyed creatures
he called his family, part of a universe he called Michigan. In some of the
photographs they were posed, leaning forward. I could see him there in the center of
one, in an orange sweater with a tight neckline. He looked clean and eager. Another
photo was a close-up of a boy in a blue hoodie, hanging on to a blurry swing set.
That was his younger brother.
“He’s my best friend,” he said. “They all are. I would do anything for them.”
I picked up his axe. It was made of steel, with a sharp edge, but there was a
red ribbon woven around the handle, and it was very small, really ornamental
looking, like it might have hung on a wall once, in his fancy house with his perfect
family that all loved each other.
Because I didn't know what to say, I said, "It must be cold there. Michigan."
“Sometimes all the lakes freeze over, even the big one,” he said.
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When he was younger his family would take long summer road trips out
west, but now he was at college, and his brother was growing up back in Michigan,
and they weren’t as close.
“I asked him to come with me but he didn’t want to,” he said. “I’m Gabe.”
“Lena,” I said. I was from Mississippi, the part on the Gulf.
“What’s it like down there?” he said.
“Wet,” I said. “Underwater.”
He grinned. "So you're a mermaid."
The day I left, everyone was holed up in their rooms. My mother was still
recovering from the incident at the church, and my grandmother was sleeping off a
long night at the casino with her latest boyfriend. The air conditioner had been
broken for a week. I took a shower and got into bed naked. The only relief from the
heat was the air from the fan on my wet body. But when I went to turn on my fan, it
didn’t work, and I saw that it was the busted one from my grandmother’s room.
She’d switched it out while I was at school.
The thing is, I knew she had another fan, a working one, a big box fan, and
so she’d taken mine so she could have two. In my own home I wasn’t even worth
the little air it took to cool a room.
Gabe knew the names of the stars. We lay on our backs. The big Western
sky made me feel small, the way the gulf had when I was a little kid. He talked a lot
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about his brother, about traveling the country in an RV and sleeping head to toe on a
cot, like sardines.
“We did everything together,” he said. “Sometimes I thought we were the
same person, sharing one brain, one heart.”
I thought this was a strange, very personal thing for him to say.
He asked me if I was a runaway, and I nodded, even though running away
meant someone was coming after you. I’d left a note on the kitchen table at home.
I’d wanted to write something mean, like “FUCK OFF,” but I ended up writing,
"have a nice summer —Lena." Telling someone with a broken air conditioner to
have a nice summer was the same as saying “fuck off,” anyway.
He read to me from his book of poems, Leaves of Grass. Whitman was his
favorite; I thought it was okay, kind of corny. Inside that book, though, Gabe had
two things I didn’t have: one was money; a row of crumpled twenties tucked
between two pages; the other was a map. He unfolded it and held a flashlight to its
center. Train lines shot out across the country like a system of veins.
“I called the railroad and told them I was doing a research project on freight
trains,” he said. “They sent it right to my dorm.”
I found Colorado, the broken lines across the state in reds and blues.
“You’ve been before?” I said.
“Of course.”
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In the morning, I said goodbye to Scottie, and she shrugged. She’d banded
together with a group, two couples and a pit bull. They wanted to hitchhike to
Alaska to see the Northern Lights.
“You didn’t bring the right clothes to come anyway,” she said, not that that
I’d been invited.
Gabe and I waited in the archway of a tunnel for a slow-rolling train. He
jumped up first and then grabbed me by the armpits. He pushed me into a narrow
passageway between two cars, his body pressed up against mine. My heartbeat was
in my ears.
“Ah, youth!” he shouted. “Youth, large, lusty, loving!”
In the evening, the sun set over a field of turbines. It was easy to forget other
humans existed, were living their lives at a normal, steady pace. At home, my
family treated me like I was an uninvited guest they’d forgotten about. Weren’t they
supposed to be the people that loved me most? Who was I if they didn’t even think I
was anything?
The train pushed through the land at its own pace. The glow of a motel sign
in the middle of the black, lonely night painted the world as empty, as just
beginning. Hopping trains was the greatest rush I’d ever felt. It was like traveling
inside the mouth of a howling beast. My clothes would become wet and rank with
sweat, and dry up and stiffen, then soil all over again.
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Somewhere, still in Kansas, we got lost. When Gabe went into the gas
station to get another map, a bus idled in the corner of the parking lot. The driver
got out to smoke a cigarette. The cardboard taped to the bus’s windshield said
“DENVER.”
“Come on,” I told Gabe, once he was back. He’d bought us cans of 7-Up. I
held his hand and led him to the back of the bus, by the bathrooms, where the seat
was long and hugged the wheel. We tucked ourselves into the corner. The bus was
dark, our clothing was darker. The passengers returned. I held my breath as the bus
pulled away from the lot.
“How’d you know that would work?” he whispered.
I shrugged, but I was pleased I’d impressed him.
“It’s easy to get around when you’re invisible,” I said.
He touched my arm. “You’re right here,” he said. “No one’s invisible.”
And that was the difference between us.

***

It was daybreak when we first saw mountains. We’d taken a train southwest from
Denver, and when it slowed, we rolled off and entered the main street of a small
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town full of money. From the sidewalk, a couple stared at us. I hadn’t washed my
hair in weeks. I looked beautiful and wild. I hoped I looked like I could devour
someone.
We passed rows of stores selling expensive athletic gear for things like
fishing and hiking and skiing. There was a nice restaurant, and then a pizza place
and a sandwich shop, but they all looked just as fancy. We passed a bar with
wooden doors like an old Western saloon. As we walked by, one of the doors swung
open, and I tried to catch a whiff of what had to be this town’s sordidness, its
underbelly, but the smell was sterile, and the place looked empty. Down inside the
bar’s dark recess, a woman was polishing wine glasses.
And then: there were the mountains. We pointed out the different peaks, held
them between our fingers, and, just like that, chose the one we would climb. Even in
the summer they were snow-capped.
In the supermarket, Gabe knew everything we needed, everything we could
budget with our measly, filthy cash. I gave him ten dollars knowing it wasn’t
enough. I’d stolen two hundred dollars from a ball of socks in my grandmother’s
drawer. I kept it in the bottom of my boot, under the toe, but I was scared to look at
how much was left.
I wandered in and out of the aisles. I stood for a long time in front of an
ornate display of cheeses while Gabe ran his errands. I ate from the samples, cube
after cube with my bare hands. When no one was around, I took a wheel of French
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cheese and put it under my shirt, pushed it into the place between my concave belly
and the waist of my cutoff shorts, and walked away.
We refused shopping bags and stuffed our groceries into our backpacks. The
lady at the checkout smirked at us. The cheese pressed cold against my stomach.
The fluorescent lights made everyone look dazed and yellowed, but it didn’t bother
me. The mountains were already calling out my name.
I followed Gabe out of town and into a small forest with a sign announcing
the trailhead. From there, a gradual slope began, the base of the mountain range. We
saw a few hikers, older than us and wearing the sort of gear we should have been
wearing: jackets that looked to be made of rubber, laced-up boots with intricate,
textured bottoms, rain gear. We were all raw skin and bandanas. Gabe had on a pair
of sneakers, and there was a hole in the toe of one of my boots. We both wore jeans.
After a long day of hiking, I was so hungry, impossibly hungry, that I had to
try to suppress it, to not eat everything. We spread peanut butter onto starchy,
packaged tortillas and I rolled up one after another. The cheese had gotten too soft
from being against my warm body; it stuck to the wrapper, and we had to scoop it
out with our dirty fingers. That night, in the tent, my stomach ached, but I let Gabe
curl up around me and fall asleep, breathing into my hair.
He woke me up the next morning while it was still dark out. We could have
been the only humans on earth. We hiked up slowly, in a sleepy daze, in the cold,
before the dawn. We were walking one by one along a narrow path between
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craggily, brazen rock that took over the whole landscape. Thin patches of shrub
spread out along the mighty rock, which was speckled and striated in blacks and
white and grays, all different grades of pink and purple once the sun lit up.
By mid-morning we came to a lake. We had hit a low spot between two
ridges. Gabe smiled liked he'd known we would find it. He took off all his clothes.
“The mountains create them throughout the range, these high, false valleys,”
he said. “The ridges protect them.”
Gabe’s body was long and lean and pale. The lake was more like a crater, a
part of the mountain.
"But it's too cold to swim," I said. I lowered a toe. The water was ice. When
he dove under, his skin went silver and glowing.
He treaded water, naked, freezing. "I thought you had water in Mississippi,"
he said.
I laughed. "The Gulf is warm," I said. I removed my jeans, my tattered dress,
and eased in up to my waist, covering my chest with my arms. The water was so
cold I thought I could feel my veins seizing up and my heart slowing down.
Gabe swam up to me and put his hands on my shoulders. I could see his ribs.
Suddenly he had his arms around my back and was laughing, pulling me under with
his weight. My ears filled with water and I was back there again, in the white dress
my mother had forced me into, at the church her boyfriend had made us join, the
baptism where he didn’t bother to show up.
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I came up spurting. The air had a different bite to it. After the water
ceremony, we had stood there, soaking, my mother looking to the door, waiting for
him to appear. She was nothing, as empty and blank as the white dress she’d left
hanging on the balcony when we got home, never quite getting dry.
I’d taken my dress, torn it apart, bought dye the color of wine and filled the
bathtub with it. I decided I wouldn’t be like her. I decided I’d stop letting other
people decide who I was.
I climbed out of the lake, got dressed and started heading up. I didn’t speak
to Gabe for the rest of that day’s hike.
I awoke the next morning and watched the sun crawl across his face. He
looked younger when he slept, his face soft and pure. We had left the tent unzipped,
and everything was damp and glistening with dew. I tried to use my wet t-shirt to
clean under my arms, my face. We were going to climb to the top of the mountain
today.
The way up wasn’t as long as it was steep. We went slowly, and by
afternoon we had crossed the tree line. We were on the face of our mountain. Gabe
stopped and looked up. We could see the peak.
My lungs were squeezed tightly against my chest. I couldn’t believe Gabe
was singing a song. It was something about a kingdom and a mountain and a
soldier.
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“How does it go again? Something about fighting over the treasure?” he
said.
I shook my head.
“Come on, you remember,” he said. “From being a kid, from summer
camp.”
I was out of breath. I’d never been to camp. I didn’t know any children’s
songs.
At the very top, we stopped. Everything went white, like all the color had
been sucked out of an image. The sky bleached out and we disappeared into it. The
air whistled quietly around us.
It was coming from every direction, whirling through the air in tiny flecks. I
felt it softly mark my face, my arms.
“I can’t believe it,” I said.
He spoke from somewhere very far away from me.
“What?” I said.
“We’re so high up,” he shouted. “It snows almost year round up here.”
“I’ve never seen it before, I said. “Ever, I mean.”
When I closed my eyes, I could still feel the brightness of everything pressed
against my eyelids. It had been snowing every day up here for hundreds of years
and it was only just touching me.
“No way,” he said. “No passing out on my watch.”
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He took my hand and helped me up. His hand was ice-cold.
“It’s the lack of oxygen,” he said. “You’re getting less air to your brain up
here. That’s why you feel so weird.”
I was disappointed. I thought we'd get to camp at the top.
“We can't camp right at the top,” Gabe said. He’d already started
descending.
“There's no flat ground.”
I followed him down for fifteen minutes or so. There was a clearing just big
enough for a tent. We were still on the mountain’s sharp face. Gabe considered it.
“Right here is almost the top,” he said. “You're basically at the top."
The wind was whipping around us, and the sun was sinking. We didn't have
quite enough water. Gabe thought we could melt snow. Gabe thought if we could
just make a fire. We should have brought kindling with us. We shouldn't have tried
to camp so close to the top.
There was a thick, fallen branch that Gabe said he’d be able to chop up into
smaller pieces. I zigzagged down the trail and searched its edges, trying to find
more kindling. I gathered pine needles along the switchbacks we had come from,
but not much more. I went on for a while until I had a small bundle of sticks, but I
was afraid of how dark it was getting, and I turned back to camp. What I had found
was too green and too damp to burn. Even I knew that.

52

When I got back to Gabe, he was holding a shirt around his hand. The shirt
was a deep, dark red.
"I don't want to scare you," he said. "But I need you to look at something.”
His face was ghostly in the moon. In the wind, his hair had blown out in a
few crazed directions.
“I don’t know what to do," he said.
"Show it to me," I said in a big voice. I stood very close to him, trying to
make us both warm. I peeled back the shirt. It was stiff with blood. The little axe lay
discarded across the snow. I couldn’t see much besides blood and then a hint of
paleness glowing in the late light, the bone of his ring finger.
And I didn’t need to see anymore. Based on the way that axe was glinting
dangerously in the sun upon the pure snow, and on a certain uneasy, gripping
feeling at the bottom of my stomach, I thought about how that axe could have gone
through the bone of the little finger, and how wrapped up in his shirt right now,
there might be two parts of his pinky finger one with the little triangle tattoo and
one without.
“It’s pretty bad,” I said.
"Oh God,” he said. “Just cut it off. Cut it off! Please cut it all the way off,"
he begged.
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He was losing a lot of blood. I wondered what this meant with the lack of
oxygen. I wanted to ask him. I didn't want to scare him. His crimson blood on the
white, white snow was the most beautiful and most terrible thing I’d ever seen.
"Why did you come here?" I said. "If your family's so great then why did
you leave them?"
We went back down the same switchbacks, even though in the late light
everything looked different. There was a blue-violet evening cloud coming down
upon us.
"I don't think we can make it back to town tonight," I whispered. But he
already knew. The whole hike was about eight miles, but the steep switchbacks in
the dark were too dangerous. He had lost his stride. He teetered now, slowly down
the path, like a drunk person. We only had his one flashlight. I had it in one hand
and with the other, I held tight to his wrapped-up hand and applied pressure.
I gave up once we were at a flatter, more protected ground. I set up the tent
by myself, and I tucked him into a sleeping bag. He was delirious. His T-shirt
bandage was crusted over and dirty, but we didn’t have anything cleaner to use
anyway.
Part of me was angry at him for not bringing the right clothes, a first aid kit.
I was just a dumb kid, but didn’t he know? It wasn’t the right time to say this to
him.

54

From his sleeping bag, he began to sing, wavering through the lines, the
same song about a treasure in a mountain.
“Quiet,” I said. “You need to sleep.”
In his song, the people fought over a mountain treasure and then, once
they’ve killed each other, find the treasure was nothing like they thought, just a
plaque inside the mountain that said Peace on Earth.
“It’s a dumb song anyway,” I said. I didn’t need any song of his in my head.
“You’re right,” he said. After a while, when I thought he must have fallen
asleep, he said quietly, sadly, “I think you’re really smart.”
I sat outside of the tent by myself, shivering, and I drank in the stars. The big
sky wasn’t trying to swallow me. It was bowing to me in its silence, its stillness. It
was waiting for what I had to say.
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Tracking
Larkin, Chicago 2013

Each afternoon in winter contains a perfect moment, when light floods The
Newberry Library and everyone looks like angels. The library would be nothing
without its windows, grand, floor-length bays, and at this time when everything
glows, Larkin stops running barcodes and rises at his desk. He watches the library
turn amber. The checkout line grows longer, and his coworker Maya glares at him.
There’s a longing captured in this light. Some days, like today, it’s worse than
others. It's easy for Larkin to believe that architects built the library specifically for
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this time. He wishes he could bar the doors, shut the entranceways, and make the
moment last forever.
Up the wide main staircase, patrons enter washed, momentarily, of their
flaws. Today it’s four teenage girls. They hold their heads high. Their halos of light
are like pieces of jewelry picked to match their school uniforms. The library is
downtown, and the children who frequent it live in townhouses along the lake. They
attend schools with stately names like Latin and Waldorf. On Wednesdays, the city
busses in public school kids, from neighborhoods south and west of the library, for a
single, monitored hour.
A girl peels off from the group and approaches Larkin. She’s blond, babyfaced. In the light she looks cherubic, but with longer limbs. Like a cherub growing
up.
She slides her books through the return, and Larkin watches the titles as they
shoot through. The Little Prince, Walden, Self Reliance.
“Do you have this?” she asks. She passes over a small scrap of paper. He’s
the only one at the desk; Maya has gone off to shelve.
When he sees the title, he thinks first of his own copy at home, the coffee
stains on the cover and small drawings in the margins. He thinks of his father taking
him camping thousands of years ago, the time they couldn’t make even the spark of
a fire after two hours trying. It’s a nature guide, a book called Tom Brown’s Field
Guide to Living with the Earth. He’s never had someone ask for it before.
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“I’m sorry,” he says. “I know the book, but we don’t have it.” He can picture
Tom Brown as a boy, trekking through the snow behind Stalking Wolf, his Apache
mentor. He sees himself, eleven years old, furiously shaving wood into a tinder pile
that will never hold a flame.
“What kind of book is it anyway?” she asks.
“Wilderness instruction,” he says. “A survival guide.”
He’s impressed, perplexed by her choices. What interest did a young girl
have in books about men lost, out in the wild? Though every great story, really, he
thinks, has this theme at its core: man alone, against the elements.
“Oh,” she says. “That makes sense, I guess.”
“You need it for school?” he asks, curiosity brimming.
“Not really,” she says. “I have a friend who was reading it.” She gives a
skittish, sideways glance to her friends.
“A boy in my class,” she says. “He’s lost now. We were on a field trip, and
he walked into the woods and disappeared.”
She looks to her friends again. Maybe she doesn’t want them to know about
her search for the boy, her pain. It’s not cool to care about the kinds of boys that
read nature guides, that wander into the woods and never return.
“I’m sorry,” he says. The pain in the girl’s childish face, the unfinished
tragedy of the boy’s story, it all seeps right through him. “I have a copy of it at
home. If you come back tomorrow, I could bring it to you.”
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She shrugs. “I’ll find it online or something,” she says, in a bored voice, a
voice belonging to a different girl than the one who cared so much for her lost
friend. She’s used to getting whatever she wants, he thinks. She’s young, and she
doesn’t know yet how quickly things slip away, how if you can grab something, you
should do it then, before the past overflows into a deep wash of pain.
“I’m sorry about your friend,” he says.
There’s a crash, and the other girls erupt in noise, by the bookshelves. They
are laughing and shushing each other at the same time, which causes more laughter.
At Larkin’s desk, the girl winces. She reminds him of a wounded animal.
“It’s just—we go on so many field trips, you know? We even went to D.C.
on a plane once. What happened to him wasn’t supposed to happen. They weren’t
supposed to let someone get lost like that. They’re supposed to protect us.”
“I’m sorry,” he says again. When she walks away, the light has begun to fall,
and her slow shadow looks tiny and wild.
In the woods, Tom Brown tracks animals as a way to understand them.
Tracking is about listening: it’s less about what you do, than about what you don’t
do. Larkin unlocks the return bin and takes out the girl’s copy of The Little Prince.
He scans the barcode and the screen lights up with a name and address.
Melinda Haus, 1228 Lakeshore Drive, Chicago, IL. Melinda is an unusual name for
a girl in Chicago, he thinks. Perhaps she’s foreign, her parents are Dutch or Swiss
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ambassadors, she first read Le Petit Prince in its original language and has only now
tried out the translation.
“What are you doing?”
His coworker Maya is suddenly above him. She’s caught him with his hand
halfway in the return bin, when he should have moved the book to the restocking
rack; he already scanned it, after all. That would have been normal. Instead he
panicked, and now he’s stuck, doing the wrong thing.
“Nothing,” he says. “The scanner wasn’t working.” He takes out the book
and runs it through again. Melinda’s name appears in red. He scans her address
through his head this time, trying to imagine where she lives. It’s along the lake.
Somewhere nice.
Maya stands with her purse slung over her shoulder, studying him. Last year
she finished her library science degree, and she’s full time now.
"Goodbye, Larkin," she says. “It’s your turn to bring breakfast tomorrow.”
On Saturdays the employees take turns bringing treats.
He gathers his backpack from under the desk. "Okay," he says. "Bye."
Larkin walks out into the park. It’s just another reason the Newberry is so
grand—how many libraries have their own park? The park is beautiful for a few
months out of the year, when it’s warm and the treetops form a lush canopy. From
the second floor of the library, it looks like rolling meadow. Now, the winter light

60

makes the park look harsh and medieval, the cold trees the same color as the stone
of the fountain, the monument.
At dusk, there’s still a glow to the sky because downtown everything is lit
up. When Larkin was younger he loved the cotton candy pink of the city sky on a
summer night, the wonder of this, such brightness in the middle of the night. He’d
thought it was aliens or angels. One night he wondered at it out loud to his sister,
who was already in the fourth grade, and who smirked at him, and told him it was
caused by pollution.
Later he learned the glow of the sky could be natural, that sometimes it was
caused by star dust, or something called unresolved stars—as if there were stars that
were not complete yet, hadn’t made up their minds—and he chose to believe this,
though it was unlikely in his overpopulated, over-consuming city.
On the train, heading north, the city spreads out into low storefronts: dingy
dry cleaners, car washes, and convenience stores. The blank winter sky looms over
the buildings. People return home from work. Teenage boys gather on a corner,
shoulders hunched, their hands stuffed into pockets of oversized coats.
He’s off the train and down the block from his apartment when his phone
buzzes. I dropped your things off at Mom’s, reads a text from his sister. He stops.
He takes in the shitty frozen yogurt shop, the dollar store, where he and his sister
bought chopsticks, plastic soup bowls, when they first moved in. Further down the
block he sees the stones of the cemetery glowing in the darkness, the Star of David
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shining in a light from the temple above the graves. Beyond that, he takes in the
steps to their apartment and with a pang, Larkin remembers two mornings before,
standing on the lawn with his sister, over the body of a frozen bird, while she told
him how he ruined things, how she didn’t want to live with him anymore.
Larkin turns and walks towards the lake. He doesn’t want to run into his
sister. He’s still hurt, still angry, but if he sees her, he’ll cave. He follows along the
lakeshore, where it slopes and leads into the suburbs. There are the rocks guarding
the great lake's shore, the rocks Larkin liked to climb on as a child, graffitied with
slogans, the names of lovers. Beneath them the waves break through large panes of
ice. Beyond the waves, the lake stretches, still and frozen, into a horizon, into
nothing, though really, Larkin knows, impossibly far out of his view, there is
another shore.
Larkin’s mother lives in a building against the rocks, alone, on the edge of
the same suburb where he and his sister grew up. His father lives in the city, in a
loft, with a woman who is an art therapist. He acts like everything worked out just
as he had planned. Last time Larkin was over there, his father offered him weed out
of a blown-glass pipe while the girlfriend cooked them orzo.
Larkin walks up the back wooden stairs to his mother's apartment. She's
already opening the door before he can knock.
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“Larkin,” says his mother. “It’s freezing.” She presses her palms against
either side of his face. She’s much smaller than him, and he peers down at her
without meaning to.
"Are you all right?" she says. She rubs his collar between her finger and
thumb. "This isn't even a coat," she says.
“I’m fine,” he says. He always wears his flannel.
She’s still gripping his shirt between her fingers, as if she’s restraining him.
“I want to talk,” she says.
He follows her into the kitchen. The apartment is so stark it depresses
Larkin. It's undecorated; it has no touches of a real home, even though she's rented
the same place for years. He sees that she has baked and there are cookies on the
counter, like she is still waiting for someone to come home to her.
She fills the kettle and lights the stove. She turns to him.
"Larkin," she says, but he is already on the floor in the living room,
unloading the box from his sister. Here are his books, his photographs, his record
player, all neatly packed up. When did his sister have the time to do this? Where
does he live now?
He thinks of the boy stuck out in the woods. In the wilderness, Tom Brown
says, the security of home is replaced by darkness. It’s important not to panic. It’s
important not to let fear take over.
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He’s digging through the box uncovering everything and piling it out onto
his mother’s floor.
“Tell me what happened with your sister,” his mother says.
“I didn’t do anything to her,” he says. “She turned on me.”
The fight happened on a very cold, early morning when they found a dead
chicken on the front lawn. Larkin had only meant to free the bird. He had never
meant for it to die, but his sister blamed him, used the bird to turn cold on him. On
their way out the door, to work, the frozen bird greeted them like a bad omen, a
threat.
We aren’t kids anymore, his sister said, the truth of adult consequence
staring up at them, in the frightened glass eyeball of the dead animal. I can’t feel
like I have to take care of you. I have my own life.

***

“I never said anyone had to take care of me,” Larkin says now, to himself, to his
mother, his sister. He tries to free a pile of National Geographic magazines from the
box, but the pile is too tall, and the magazines crash along the floor.
“What are you looking for?” his mother says.
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“My book,” he says.
“What book?”
“To bring to a girl at the library.” He finds it then, wedged under the beat-up
blue notebook he uses as a journal.
“Are you supposed to do that?” she asks. “Bring your own books in from
home?”
“She needs this book,” he says. “She told me.”
He didn’t remember how worn and dirty his copy was or the summer he was
thirteen and he slept outside with it in a tent, while his parents packed up their old
house.
“Larkin, listen to me,” his mother says. “You love your job. Don’t do
anything to mess it up.”
All summer, he collected stones in neat piles outside of his tent, stones he
tried to identify by their grain, tried to distinguish as limestone, or flint, or obsidian,
but mostly they were none of those things.
His mother doesn’t say anything for a while. She watches him through the
steam coming off of her mug.
"Stay over," she says. "There's an express train that leaves at seven. I'll give
you money."
"I don't need any," he says.
"I'll give you breakfast, then," she says.
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When he is lying down in the spare bedroom his mother has made up for
him, she comes in and takes a small wooden cigar box from the room's only
bookshelf.
"Larkin, look," she says. She opens the lid of the box and starts leafing
through tissue-thin sheets of paper. "I kept every letter you ever wrote me while you
were at college that first year. Do you remember? You wrote me every single day
with pen and paper. What eighteen-year-old does that? You were so miserable."
She is going through the box, rustling through his letters that have been
folded and then unfolded and folded again.
"It was just Bloomington," she says. "You were a few hours away. You
make everything so big, Larkin. Why do you make it so hard?"
Larkin stares up at the ceiling. Bare ceiling, bare walls. Everywhere in his
mother’s house, he is surrounded by blankness. He remembers a time as a child
when his father's car got a flat tire on the way to a rented cabin in Michigan, and his
family was left sweltering and stranded on the side of the highway. They didn't have
a spare, but his mother just laughed and then, though this part can't be true, he
remembers her leaping across the highway, to disappear into a gas station and return
minutes later, making it across again, with popsicles for everyone. His family
leaned against the car, their smiles becoming crazed as the popsicles stained their
lips and chins in bright reds and oranges and blues.
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The colors of the moment come back to him vividly. He wishes he could
project this memory now upon the ceiling of this apartment.
"I'll wake you at six-thirty," his mother says.
He listens to her steps fade out of the room.

***

The next morning he falls asleep on the train and almost misses his stop. As he
enters under the grand arches of the library, he feels inadequate in yesterday's
clothes.
At the front desk, Maya and another coworker wait for him. They let him
come around behind the desk and get himself situated before Maya says, "You
forgot breakfast."
He knows this is true. He has just the bagel, from his mother that morning, in
a napkin in his hand. He mumbles an apology. She hates him, he knows it. But his
head is fuzzy today, and she appears out of focus. He wonders how Maya would do
in the wilderness, with her expectations and her hard lines.
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The library closes early on Saturdays, and Larkin gets off work at lunchtime,
but he has no money and isn’t very hungry. He quietly slides the bagel off the desk,
where it sat all morning, going stale, and puts it in his pocket.
Outside the library, he encloses it carefully in its paper towel and sets it
down next to one of the body-shaped piles of blankets draped over a park bench.
Underneath, he knows, is a human, protecting himself from the elements.
Larkin clutches Tom Brown’s book under his arm and shivers. It’s much
colder today, it seems. On a winter’s day, Tom Brown can guess the temperature by
listening to the sound a branch makes when it snaps in half. Perhaps he should leave
the field guide for one of these sleeping mounds. But is survival in the city different
than in the wilderness?
He rides the train. If nothing else, he has his CTA card, tucked into his book.
Maybe he’ll ride it all day, see how far he can go. He gets a seat, though the train is
crowded. Everywhere people push into one another, not speaking, not looking up,
lost in their own, small universes.
To Tom Brown, it’s only on the surface that our lives seem more
complicated than our ancestors; beneath the facade of culture, our instincts are alike.
We want fire, water, shelter, and earth. We crave a oneness with other beings.
The city passes through the window of the train like slides on a projector.
The glitter of The Gold Coast. The theaters, the houses, vintage shops. Wrigley
Field. Larkin waits until he reaches the edge, the end of the line, and then he crosses

68

the platform and goes back the other way. He has nowhere to go, so how can he be
lost?
The twilight flashes through smudged, double windows of the train, through
the neon of the interior subway car, and it’s alien, otherworldly. The spiritual world
speaks to us through signs. Larkin’s head is a swarm of bees. The first track is the
end of a string. There’s a feeling that he’s gripping at the slippery underbelly of
consciousness. At the far end a being is moving. He watches a baby stir, awakened
by the strange light. Two men across from him share a newspaper, their heads
leaning into one another.
The conductor calls the next stop. And something clicks. Larkin recites an
address in his head. Later, when he’s standing on the short, pebbled lawn of a condo
in Lakeview, he’ll close his eyes and try to imagine that the magic of twilight is a
moment that lives inside him, forever. For now, he steps off the train and
disappears.
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It Was Never Ours
April, Mississippi 2014

A week after I move into the house in Ocean Springs, I ask Jean to take me out to
Horn Island. He’s my new next-door neighbor. My daughter says it’s just like me to
find a man right away. But he’s nice, and he has a boat. Jean wears shorts and
carries a Styrofoam cooler filled with bags of shrimp chips and tall cans of beer. He
puts it between us on the floor of his skiff, and steers us away from the wooden pier
between our houses. My house is new, but the land I’ve built it on is old, family
land. Horn Island, the thin strip of earth rising out of the water ten miles from the
shore, has been imprinted on my memory since childhood.
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I can picture my mother sitting on the old pier with her feet in the water. It’s
1943, and the Ocean Springs house has just been rebuilt for the second time. She’s
wearing one of her wild sundresses exploding in daisies. She’s restless: it’s summer,
there’s a war, and Horn Island is shut off for government testing. Instead of
fireworks that year, I imagine, she looks for explosions that might billow out from
the island and rise over the water. Inside, she carries me.
That summer, though, no explosions ever came. After they tested failed
chemical weapons, after the war, they abandoned the island as a science lab and
returned it to nature. The next time men abused the island, hundreds of millions of
gallons of oil spewed into the gulf and inundated the little land. Still, years later,
approaching Horn Island, I swear there’s a whiff of oil in the air.
Jean jumps out, the water shallow and reedy now, and pulls us to land. I
crawl slowly to the front of the dinghy. Last week, moving in, holding a floor lamp,
I tripped on its cord. When the lamp shattered, so did my ankle. In thirty minutes
my daughter was there, having left our old shared apartment in Biloxi right when I
called. I think she was glad to think I couldn’t make it on my own. Jean offers his
hand, and I don’t take it.
We’re the only people on the island. It’s overcast today and too early in
spring for beachgoers. Jean runs ahead like a child. He’s ten years younger than I
am, limber in his sixties, and lanky. He stops.
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There, in front of us, is the object of Jean’s curiosity, the reason he’s
brought the camera tied loosely around his neck: it’s a Black Mangrove, its
branches weighed down by waxy leaves and flowers the color of melted butter. It
hunches against the island’s thin coast, tangling among the other mangroves, the
reeds, the beach creatures. But it’s taller and darker than anything else. To Jean, it’s
a bad omen of things to come.
“It belongs in the Caribbean,” he says. “It’s never grown this far north
before.”
The mangrove made roots during a winter that was too warm and has been
rising quietly ever since. Its roots are thick, shiny, and the color of coffee, a dark
brown that’s almost black. No one knows for sure if the mangrove will bring good
or bad changes to the area.
“Either way,” Jean says. “Things are changing. They’re changing.”
He pulls a blue crab out from the mangrove’s lower tangles. Later I’ll steam
it in a pot with vinegar and spices, and we’ll eat it with crackers, slabs of butter, and
shrimp from my freezer. Jean lowers the crab into the bottom of the boat and
watches it freeze, then dance sideways. It’s almost noon and the sky has cleared.
The sun bakes the aluminum, the sand, and the upper branches of the mangrove.
“When it’s all gone,” Jean says, gesturing out past the island toward the
horizon, the shoreline that glistens then fades into the brightness of the day. “We’ll
know it was our fault.”
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There’s a clearing inland, where, since 1946, nothing has been able to grow.
It’s the only evidence left of the government testing site: the buildings of the time,
the science labs, were wiped out decades later in a brutal hurricane.
“When it’s all gone,” I say. “We’ll know it was never ours to begin with.”
“Let’s swim,” Jean says, and we make our way to the other side of the
island, where the beach is longer. Jean secures the boat before we leave it: he ties a
rope to the bow and takes the other end to shore, knotting it around a piece of
driftwood. He stakes the piece of wood into the ground, but the more he tries, the
sand gives underneath. He knows, if we’re gone too long his stake will loosen and
the boat might float away. In soft land, nothing lasts, nothing stays buried for long.

***

The first time my mother took us to Horn Island, I was twelve, and my sister Lacey
was six. The house at Ocean Springs wasn’t a house at that time, but a trailer with a
concrete porch overlooking the lagoon. My mother grilled hamburgers on a portable
barbeque and sang us songs from her childhood. She was the happiest I’d ever seen
her. She hadn’t been to the house since before she had children, and this time it was
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really hers. After the house had been destroyed so many times, neglected, left to
decay, the family gave up and let my mother have it. They lived inland, hours away;
they had other properties; they were sick of driving down to board up windows, to
find mold or termites. A beach house was too hard to maintain, they said. Besides,
they said, it wasn’t really a house.
That day, the Horn Island day, my mother untied a boat from the neighbor’s
dock and said borrowing was different than stealing. She made a large thermos of
vodka and tomato juice, and we ate potato chips for breakfast and lunch. This was
the day I saw a porpoise from Horn Island, the day Lacey’s entire body was
attacked by fire ants, when she didn’t stop crying until my mother and I took her by
the arms and held her underwater. All that passed between my mother and me was a
look—push her under—and it was done.
When we got back to shore, my mother danced, drunk, trying to cheer up a
sulking Lacey. She looped the rope lazily around the piling, and the boat floated
away the next morning. We didn’t wear sunscreen and our skin was boiling; we
tossed and turned in our twin beds back at home. The phone rang angrily through
the night and the next day, and we knew, for a while, we wouldn’t go back to Ocean
Springs.

***
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My sister remembers our childhood differently. When I think of her that night,
angry and silent, pocked with welts she scratched too hard, I don’t wonder why she
wouldn’t speak to me then or many other nights in years to follow; I get it. My
mother and I were a natural force together. I grew to look like her, curvy and fat in
the right places; people often thought we were the sisters.
Lacey stayed small and skinny. She turned to the side, and you couldn’t even
see her. She was a shadow. Some people just are that way. I knew my daughter
Daisy was right when she was born: the way she was too afraid to cry, really belt it
out, at the moment of her birth.
But what surprised me was when our mother died, and Lacey wanted the
Ocean Springs house. I’d thought she hated it, everything about my mother and me,
and I wondered if she wanted to burn it down.
Of course, at this time, there was no house again, nothing to burn: piles of
split, soggy wood, broken glass, a drainpipe twisted and useless. The land, always,
was too wet to support a flame. Still, we argued, though more than once I thought it
strange to fight over a thing that didn’t exist.
Now my new house rises on the same old plot, constructed out of cypress
planks, storm windows, and a small savings account I’d been working on for years.
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When Jean and I putter back to shore my heart jumps to see it, my kingdom—all
mine.
What I find on the coast instead is Daisy, leaning against her truck, stiff as a
board leftover from the house’s construction. Jean unloads the boat, goes inside and
puts the seafood and one leftover can of beer into my fridge for later.
“You’re early,” I tell my daughter. “And I told you I could drive myself.”
“You’re wet,” she says. “And sunburned. Maybe try to act like this is
important.”

***

The osteopath, Dr. Levens, is a man a few years older than I am, with a shock of
white hair and a deep tan. I hate the way he invites us into his office to talk, how
he’s taken off his lab coat and is wearing a light sweater zipped open at the neck, as
if we’re discussing a casual business deal. Really he has just seen me in a paper
gown, prodded my body, pushed me through a machine and examined my blood in
tubes. And I hate the way he invites Daisy to sit in with us, as if I can’t handle the
news on my own, as if we’re a team.
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When we are settled into his office, he tells me they’ve found a tumor in
bones.
“Where the ankle fractured,” he says. “If it’s cancer, it could have started
somewhere else, spread to the bone unnoticed. Is there any cancer in your family? A
grandmother, maybe? An aunt?”
“Yes,” Daisy says. “Her mother.”
“That was stomach cancer,” I say to Daisy. To the doctor, I say, “It could
also be nothing, right?”
“Benign,” he agrees. “Sure. But that you fractured so easily, the tumor could
be weakening the normal bone tissue already. We’ll know more when the biopsy
comes back. But you’re not done with doctors for a while.”
“Whatever it is, we’ll take care of it,” Daisy says, back in the car.
I can’t imagine my bones rotting out, decaying faster than my body. I’ve
always been strong, always relied on my body. Even as I grew older, I carried my
age well, grew sturdier. Jean says if I’d been a younger woman, he wouldn’t have
even looked at me.
“I won’t do the chemo, all that,” I say. “I just won’t. I don’t want to lose my
body, my strength.”
“You’ll do what you have to do,” Daisy says. “We don’t know what it is yet.
But you’re getting older; you have to accept illness as a possibility.” And for a
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while in her flat, muted tone, my daughter—the human being I created—explains to
me the basic steps of nature.
I want to tell her, do you know what it’s like, the thought of losing my body,
my power? But her shoulders round over the steering wheel. She squints at a yellow
light ahead of us. She slows and pads her shoe, soft like a slipper, against the break.
She stops, waits for the light that isn’t red yet. I know she would never understand.

***

Years after Horn Island, my sister ran away. I’d snuck a boy into our room and she
was angry—always angry but never fighting, a brooder—and she left in the night.
The boy had fallen asleep on the floor, and from the window I watched Lacey cross
the lawn in front of our apartment complex and stomp in the direction of the Gulf.
There was so much conviction in her step that I thought her twig legs would snap
from the weight of it. It was the coldest night in years, and that night she almost
froze to death. Later, my mother complained about the hospital bill, all the way to
the ER and then for the rest of the year, even after Lacey moved out and wasn’t
there to hear her.
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When Lacey moved twenty miles away to our father’s house, a chasm
opened that never closed again. I could see it begin, that night from my window. As
she stomped across the lawn, a crack formed, in the jagged line her footsteps left
upon the frosted grass.

***

At night I dream the black mangrove has rotted. Its limbs knot and twist in distress,
and instead of filtering water, it spits a dark viscous liquid into the lagoon, the
texture of blood or oil. The water turns dark. Sick petals float to the surface, now
the color of rust.
But when I wake up, the sun is shining, and I am happy I am in my house.
I have a screened-in porch that backs up to the water and a set of picture windows in
the living room. Today, I dig a plot at the side of the house to plant vegetables,
herbs. When I touch the soil, things start to come up: shards of glass, bottle caps, the
arm of a baby doll. I cleared away the land when I built the house, and anything I
missed sunk into the soil. There are more, invisible things, like the mustard greens
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full of lead I’ll throw away after the first harvest, bright and poisonous. I sink my
hands into the soil and know that as far deep as I dig, anything left behind is part of
me, us.
Would my sister remember spring along the Gulf? A month after our mother
passed, I called Lacey in Chicago. We didn’t talk about the funeral she missed. I
told her I’m waiting out hurricane season and then rebuilding the Ocean Springs
house. Though it takes me years and years to actually do it, I wanted her to know
I’d staked my claim. The land was mine.
She said it was just as much hers. But I told her how she’d already made her
decision when she left us, how she’d given up her rights to it then.
“When you moved out the first time, when you went away to college in
Atlanta, when you moved up north for good.” I counted her betrayals against the
family; there were more.
On the line her voice was bitter and tense.
“You pushed me away, both of you,” she said. “You always did. So
congratulations, everything worked out just how you wanted.”
We never spoke again. At first, for years, it was a hard thing, solidly
intentional, consciously taking up space and then slowly it became a soft thing that
faded away, so that now, it’s not as if we made a choice, then, it’s nothing, it’s
negative space, doesn’t exist, we don’t exist, we’ve forgotten each other.
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***

But late at night it’s a memory, not a dream, that wakes me. How could I have
forgotten? The last moment with my sister was after she ran away, after she was
hospitalized, told us that she called our father, was leaving. Her bags were packed,
and her fever was still running high.
I returned late at night from the movies, in my new car. I don’t know what
came over me. I saw Lacey’s suitcases by the door and felt a pang of something. I
crept quietly to her room and lifted her body, so small and light, burning with a fire.
I didn’t wake her until we’d driven all the way out there, until we were parked at the
small wooden pier. And then I carried her, through the wind, the cool air off of the
bay, to the end of the pier.
The next day, my father picked up Lacey, and we never talked again of that
night in Ocean Springs. I’m not sure if she remembers it even, or if she just thought
it was a fever dream.
Maybe it wasn’t enough, was too brief to hold on to, too small and tender of
a moment that it slipped through the cracks of the bigger, harder things. For a
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moment, I wonder if that’s why Lacey wanted the house, if that good memory is
one she holds with her. For a moment, I see us out there in the moonlight, so young,
and then the moment is gone.

***

Dr. Leven’s isn’t there for our next visit. Instead the osteopath is a very young man,
a boy really, with bangs that swoosh over his forehead. He introduces himself as Dr.
Matt, and I don’t know if it’s a first or last name.
“The tumor is malignant,” he says. “But there’s still a lot more to figure
out.” He rattles off the names of several more doctors, oncologists, other specialists,
and Daisy writes it all down.
“Where’s Dr. Levens?” I ask.
“He’s at the beach,” he says.
“In the middle of work?”
“He’s on a family trip,” he says. When I look confused he says, “He doesn’t
go to this beach. His family drives to Florida every year.”
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I have a ridiculous image of the old man lying on a towel, flanked by
grandchildren, on a beach he thinks is better than ours.
Posters of skeletons line the walls of Dr. Matt’s office. The names of bones
are all labeled. There’s a diagram of a leg, different layers of the bones taken apart:
spongy bone, compact bone, medullary cavity. I wish doctors would leave a little
mystery, a little godliness to the human body.
“It’s a lot to handle on your own,” he says. “But you have your daughter.”
When he leaves I watch Daisy, frantically scribbling notes on a pad she
cradles in the lap of her work dress. She’s wearing the same nude panty hose she
always wears.
“Daisy,” I say. “No one wears panty hose anymore.” It’s strange to be the
one to tell my daughter something is outdated.
Daisy wants to get burgers on the way home. She hasn’t eaten all day, and
she looks tired. She tells me she’s coming live with me in the Ocean Springs house.
I watch her eat. She wipes her mouth and leaves a tidy pile of balled up
napkins on the table, stained with lipstick and grease. The lipstick is a shade too
orange, apricot, maybe.
“Your commute will be longer,” I tell her, but she says she doesn’t mind.
“I’ve always liked the beach,” she says. “You know that.”
We lived together for thirty years, not counting the months I carried her
around inside me. I don’t need a shadow anymore. I think I deserve a break.
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“I’m not sick yet,” I say. “And I don’t need you following me around.”
She looks shocked. “You have cancer,” she says. “You need someone there.”
“What about Jean? He’s there,” I say.
She stares at me. “The doctors will be on my side,” she says. “I’m your
daughter.”
But I keep thinking of my house, my kingdom. I hear a line my mother used
to say, Strong women don’t need men; they just enjoy them, and I think she means
all people, too.

***

That night, Jean comes over. His arms are full of brown paper bags: soft rolls from
the Vietnamese bakery, blueberries, onions, tomatoes, and in one of the bags a
large, slimy Ziploc full of thick, striped filets, drum and redfish he caught and
cleaned that afternoon. I press the filets first between sheets of paper towel and then
dip them into a shallow bowl of flour, seasoning, and salt. The blueberries we eat
after, right from their baskets, on the porch while the sun goes down.
“Listen to that silence,” he says, “Don’t you just love it?” He takes my hand.
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“I love it here,” I say. But is it too late to love it? It’s so quiet tonight,
nothing but birds, and when I hear a loud humming, something mechanic, I worry
first that it’s Daisy’s car on the driveway and she’s come to drop off her things. Of
course she would be early, I think. But then, it’s a plane, something small, a crop
duster. We see it hover over the lagoon. The birds scatter.
Last spring, old crop dusters carried mangrove seeds—no bigger than fava
beans—and dropped them up and down the coast, shooting the small pellets into the
water. They seeded mangroves, native ones, hundreds of them, hoping, begging the
trees to save the coast.
It begins to rain, which makes sense. It’s been humid all afternoon, the air
heavy, anticipating a storm. It’s slow at first and then soon coming sideways
through the screen door, wetting my drink. I gather our mugs, the basket of berries,
but Jean says, “No way. Let me.”
I lift myself up slowly, and by the time I am inside there’s a thin layer of rain
over my hair and body. My body won’t let me down, I think, but as I ease the
screened door aside I know I don’t quite believe myself.
Inside, Jean stands at the counter. In front of him are papers, spread out. It’s
the charts on my bones, the tests, the diagnosis.
“What is this?” he says. He holds a paper at a distance from his face.
“I didn’t know you were farsighted,” I say.
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I hear the plane again, through the soft beat of the rain. The hum of the crop
duster is low at first, then growing louder, more panicked as it tries to find land in
the wetness of the storm. Poor plane, I think. I know the way, during a storm, the
land and water look the same: the sky is water, the water is water, and the wet give
of the land so soft, you wonder if it was ever solid in the first place.
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The Last Place on Earth
Sara, New Orleans 2014

After my brother Larkin’s death I dreamed of taking a raft down the Mississippi: a
wine-soaked, grief-stricken, Huck Finn fantasy of mine, and at night, at my
mother’s house, I pulled up maps of the river on my laptop. I liked the way the river
cut through the country, the way it soaked up all the water on both sides of it. My
father’s family was from the very top, my mother’s, the bottom. When we were
young, my father had driven Larkin and me from Chicago to the Headwaters in
Minnesota, showing us the land where his people had come from. The head of the
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Mississippi was clear and ten paces across. But I had never been to the river’s wide,
muddy bottom, because my mother never went home.
In the end, I flew instead, from Chicago to New Orleans on a discount
airline. It was summer, a few months after the night my younger brother had walked
into Lake Michigan and frozen to death. The New Orleans airport smelled like
powdered sugar. Outside, the heat hit me hard at first and then softened around me,
thick like a blanket. I looked for a cousin I’d never met.
I’d found Lena on the Internet. We were second cousins; her
grandmother was my mother’s older sister. Once they two had grown up together in
Mississippi, close to New Orleans. I got a text from an unknown number that said
BLACK PICKUP and soon, a rusty black truck tore down the center lane of the
airport. A young woman was at the wheel.
“I’m Sara,” I said in the car. Though of course, even if Lena knew nothing
else about me, she knew that.
“What’s up,” she said flatly, not like a question.
She drove fast and rarely used her turn signal. The city seemed to hang low
on the horizon. She was younger than me, but not by much, maybe twenty-three.
She was pale and very, very thin in an anemic, punk rock sort of way. She wore a
black tank top, full of holes, and smears of black eye makeup. She had her septum
pierced. Her hair was dirty blond and matted in a few directions.
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Next to her I felt self-consciously well-fed, suburban, rosy-cheeked, fattened
up on after-school snacks, piano practice, and she, all black coffee and energy
drinks. But still, we had the same nose: bony, almost severely square at the end. I
could see that her big eyes were like mine, heavy-lidded and prone to droopiness.
We looked similar, but so different, like twins that had taken part in some weird
social experiment.
She swerved off of the highway. We passed a cemetery, and for the first time
I saw the raised green hills, the ornate, wrought-iron gates, the beautiful bleachedout stone of the above-ground graves I’d seen in pictures. As a girl, my mother had
lived here, but she’d told me nothing about it. She’d only given me the address to
her house in Algiers Point, where she lived for a while with her father. I didn’t
know what made her leave her sister and her mother’s house in Mississippi and
move west.
“I don’t know why you want it,” my mother had said, when I asked for
the address. “I won’t know who’s living there now.”
“Because,” I’d said. “Just because.” But I’d wanted to say. Because I don’t
know you. Because our family is disappearing and I know nothing about them.
I thought I could get Lena to go with me to the Algiers Point house once we
were friends.
When we turned too quickly on a wide, palm tree-lined boulevard,
contents of the truck’s bed rattled and Lena bit her lip. I saw with a jolt what I’d
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really been looking for, in her. That tiny lift of the eyebrow, crooked, uncertain
frown, the running of her tongue over her teeth—just like Larkin.
On the plane, I’d started to read Larkin’s journal. I’d found it in a box at my
mother’s house, and I was hoping, somewhere in there, I’d find the reasons he
walked into the lake, some insight into what had been going through his head that
night.
But the journal contained none of his private thoughts. It was mostly notes
on books he’d read at the library where he worked. He’d used the first half of the
journal to copy down a translation of Popol Vuh, the Mayan creation myth. The
library had the original manuscript in their rare collections, and he was proud of the
library for this: it made sense that Larkin’s favorite book had no punctuation, was
stained, torn in pieces, illogically organized, and in another language.
This is the account of when all is still silent and placid, opens Popol Vuh, its
account of the world before creation. Hushed and empty is the womb of the sky.
Those words haunted me, echoed through my head: all I saw was the vast, gray
lake, stretching on before Larkin, the night he’d made his decision.

***
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Lena parked on a narrow side street that sloped dramatically towards the sidewalk.
Inside, she disappeared through a door and closed it. The house was squat and
painted pink. It was dimly lit, with sheets covering the windows. There was one
lone plant in a fake terra cotta pot by the front, and it seemed to be reaching out,
struggling its way toward a single crack of light that snuck through the covered
window.
Lena came out dressed in the same clothes, but her hair was pulled back
from her face and she’d put on more makeup.
“I have to go to work,” she said. She handed me a pile of blankets and told
me I’d be sleeping on the couch. When she came out of the bathroom a few minutes
later, I was still standing in the middle of the room like a strange statue, holding the
blankets out in front of me.
She gave me a pitying look. “It’s just down the street,” she said. “Come on,
I’ll buy you a drink.”
Lena’s neighborhood was sunken and unlit, but the bar was a small, bright
spot. She served me a beer and a warm glass of whiskey. Once the bar began to fill
up and Lena got into a rhythm of slamming down glasses, nodding at orders,
exchanging money, I realized how long her shift probably was, how the night
stretched on before me. I’d forgotten how to do a thing like just hang out at a bar.
I listened for a while to the man at the stool next to me, who was from
Delaware and taught school here now, in what was apparently a very rough
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neighborhood. He wasn’t boring, really, but his tone made it sound like he wanted
to be congratulated for something, wanted his life choices reaffirmed.
I finished both of my drinks and itched to have something to do with my
hands.
“Can I have a cigarette?” I asked the teacher, before I realized he was mid
sentence. Still, he slid me his pack down the bar.
The yard behind the bar was intensely overgrown and abandoned. I was a
little scared of the sudden and dark wilderness, the brambles and knotted fence and
broken glass at my feet. I stood alone looking out.
At first, in the world, there is nothing. The creator is alone. The face of the
earth has not yet appeared. Hushed and empty is the womb of the sky, Larkin’s voice
trembled into the night.
I could imagine Larkin scared that night, facing the lake like a lone explorer.
I could imagine how he saw the world as immediate; how he saw himself with no
partners, no resources, nothing before him but the cold, dark lake.
I couldn’t be upset at him if he was disoriented that night, as he undressed
and walked out into the water. The world that night was a closed scope of only
danger and fear and loneliness. He was nothing beyond the winter, beyond the lake,
couldn’t remember his family, couldn’t reach out.
But how much in his brain was the world, the way he saw it, and how much
was a condition we could have done something about, that a doctor could have done
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something about? He didn’t go to enough doctors. And then he froze, and suddenly
there were doctors everywhere. Why the fuck did we wait until he was already
frozen before taking him to a doctor?
It was very late by the time Lena was done, and I’d fallen asleep at one of
the bar tables like a child. I could feel a crease mark on my cheek.
A photo hung by the door of the bar on our way out. It was of the bar, the
same building, but before it was a bar; in the photo it had the signs of a corner store
or small grocery. Water rose to the window and door I stood by now. The tint of the
photo made the water look silver.
All around, I thought, were people who’d had a day when their life ended,
like mine. We were walking like zombies, forced to carry the load of our broken
past lives.
After the creator makes the world, in Popol Vuh, he kept destroying it and
starting over again. To the Mayans and their cyclical time, this is of no
consequence.
In real life, it wasn’t so clean. The old worlds, the past pains bled into the
new ones, like a hangover.
Lena slept late, woke up after noon and brewed coffee as thick as mud. I
read from Larkin’s journal to pass the mornings or walked down to the river. The
Mississippi was a watershed; smaller rivers all over the country tilted in to its basin
and bled out, all to be dumped at the Gulf of Mexico. Up and down the river, my
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ancestors, my family, had made their lives. I wondered how much of my blood was
in the river and how much of the river made up my blood.
Lena never asked me anything personal or how long I would stay. I wouldn’t
have known the answer. I came home from a walk along the river to find her in the
driveway, surrounded by wood. She wore a sports bra, and it was soaked through
with sweat.
On a horse next to her she’d propped up a frame. It was the shape of a wide,
squat coffin, and it was rotted out all along the edges.
“It’s a boat?” I said.
“I found it,” she said. “Mostly it is too water damaged. But now I have a
pattern to work from.”
“How do you know how to build a boat?” I said.
“I don’t,” she said. “But I’m going to figure it out.”
The next day she had cut a new floor out of plywood, using the rotted boat to
scale for measurements. She bought nails, varnish, and other supplies. She
borrowed tools from the neighbors. She had started a pile of wood salvaged from
the neighborhood and she asked me to go through it, see what wasn’t too badly
damaged. At night, we watched Internet videos on amateur building.
“What will you do with it when you’re done?” I asked. I thought of my
dazed, Huck Finn plan. “Will you take it on the river?”
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“I’m not going to do some big, stupid thing with it,” said Lena. “We’re not
going to write a blog, or whatever. Not like some of those half-assed hipsters that
think they’re Mark Twain.”
“Of course not,” I said.
She bent a piece of plywood to make a curved side for the boat. She looked
very graceful doing it, like a huntress drawing back a large bow.
“This boat’s for survival,” she said. “It’d be stupid not to have a boat. We’ll
do something practical with it.”
And I didn’t hear anything else she said after that, because I was gleefully
hanging on the word we.
The creator made humans because the beauty and vastness of nature are not
enough. Who is there to speak my name? The creator asked. Who is there to praise
me? Even gods got lonely, needed some guard against the oblivion, and the creator
yearned for someone to acknowledge the miracle she had conjured.
And after a few tries at the human race, the hero twins were born, the real
stars of Popol Vuh. The twins were dual forces: male and female, sky and earth,
light and dark.The twins are treated terribly from a young age by the other members
of the family, who try to kill them on a hunt. They gained strength and banded
together against the rest of the world.
I missed Larkin especially when we worked on the boat. The neighborhood
was curious about two young women building something and would come by the
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driveway often to check in with us. The project started to have a communal feel to
it. Only the next-door neighbor, an elderly man who spent all day on his porch,
seemed uncertain of me.
“Lena doesn’t have any family,” he said. “Where did you say you were from
again?”
She gave me all the easy jobs. I held the tape for her while she marked down
measurements. I sanded wood for hours. I applied layer after layer of varnish. At
night, on the couch, I read about boat building.
I woke up early one morning and walked to the hardware store. I bought a
fishing pole, and brass fastenings, because they were supposed to be sturdier than
the nails we were using. In the baking heat of the driveway I pulled out nails and
began to replace them.
I double brewed coffee and made Lena a cup when she woke up at noon and
came out onto the porch. I told her about the fastenings. She was down the
driveway, at the boat in a flash. Her mug sat on the railing, untouched.
She checked my work frantically, running her hands up and down the boat
like it was an instrument she was playing.
"You can’t fuck with someone else’s boat,” she said.
“I’m sorry.” I was embarrassed by the lump in my throat, the whine in my
voice.
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She looked up at me. “Sometimes you look at me like you want me to fix
you and all I want to fix is this boat you messed up,” she said.

***

I took the ferry out to Algiers point alone. It was a short ride, and I was
disappointed that my first touch of the Mississippi here was so brief and uneventful.
Algiers point was a little alcove jutting out on the other side of the river with a view
of downtown. My mother’s house wedged itself between two larger houses, a very
narrow yellow shotgun. Vines reached around the front of it and completely covered
the sides. A woman guided a very elderly man out of the house next door.
“Hello,” she said. I’d just been standing there, and I moved out of their way.
“Sorry,” I said. “My mother used to live next door.”
“How nice,” she said. “My uncle may have known her. He’s lived in Algiers
point forever. When did she live here?”
“I’m not sure exactly. It was her father’s house.”
“He owned or rented?”
“I don’t know.”
“What was his name?”
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I stood staring at the house while the woman smiled and moved on. I thought
of my mother, back at home folding laundry in a round basket in her apartment.
Here I was blindly trying to navigate her past. But wasn’t the real tragedy that I’d
left her, in her cold apartment, childless and alone?
The ride back across the Mississippi felt even shorter, like the ferry was only
gliding over the river, not touching the water, not even getting wet.

***

In the next part of Larkin’s notebook, he wrote about Portuguese explorers. It said
something about the contradiction in him that he was fascinated by the creation of
the Mesoamerican world, but also interested in the European explorers, the ones
who had destroyed them.
Everywhere was his duality. He could analyze any ancient text, yet was
baffled by the simplest realities of life. He wanted to be The Lone Explorer, but was
terrified of loneliness. In his world everyone was always a little hungrier, everything
was a little colder, where shadows were monsters, the contrast of light more
devastating. Was there nothing we could have done for him? Did he live in a
different world, tied to this fate?
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In an uncharacteristically personal few lines of his journal, Larkin wrote: I
live nowhere. I am a stranger to everyone. I am waiting for someone to take me
home. That someone does not exist, that home does not exist.

***

That night I dreamed Larkin and I were conjoined rabbits—one rabbit body with
two rabbit heads. The earth of the dream was as soft and forgiving as dough. We
tried to run but kept sinking deeper. When we rose, light as a balloon lifted into the
sky, I realized we were the creators. Water striped the hills and burrows of land.
Rabbit Larkin was saying things Human Larkin never would have said.
“Destroy it,” he said.
“Burn it down,” he said. “Don’t be afraid.”
I woke up angry at Larkin. Maybe you moved on to a new, better world, I
thought. But you left me behind in this messed up one. Or had I been the one to
abandon him?

***

99

When the last layer of varnish had dried, Lena came into the house holding the
fishing pole I’d left for her in the boat.
"Hey, thanks,” she said. She looked down at her feet and told me the boat was
finished.
“Aren’t you going to come?” she said.
We drove for a long time. The boat was secured in a borrowed trailer hitched
to Lena’s truck, and as she drove she kept checking looking back at it, as if it would
float away without us noticing. I hadn’t imagined what was south of us, anything
past the yawn of the river. The land started to melt away, first in patches. Water
appeared with no warning: a road suddenly became a bridge, a forest, a swamp. At
one point, stilted houses and telephone polls rose directly out of the water and the
road was the only dry thing cutting through. The land dissolved into water. Or
maybe the water rose to cover the land.
On the way we stopped for sandwiches. We ate at a picnic table covered
with butcher paper. Lena ordered us both roast beef, and when the sandwiches came
out, it wasn't the sliced deli meat, but hunks of stewed beef dripping out of French
bread, what looked like a whole loaf. It was a delicious and embarrassing thing to
eat with a cousin you didn’t know, who was almost a stranger, who was angry with
you for reasons you didn’t really understand.
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“I’m sorry I messed with your boat,” I said. I wiped my hands against my
thighs.
“No one planned my birth to be a bigger part of something,” Lena said to
me. “A part of a design. They had to force themselves to care for me, they looked
at me and said, ‘Well what do we do now.’”
“I would have killed to have a sibling, a family, even one that fell apart,”
she said.
“No,” I said. “You don't want that.”
“You miss him a lot, huh,” she said.
“It feels like a hole was cut out of my body. It hurts so much. And
everything is chaos. My life can’t make sense. Nothing goes together.”
“Did it make sense before?”
This was something I’d considered: that one of the reasons it was so easy for
my life to crumble away after Larkin was there hadn’t been much substance there in
the first place. The basement sublet, the job at the coffee shop I didn’t care about,
my lonely mother, absent father.
“Even if there wasn’t much going on, things were steady,” I said. “Like I
could start to get my shit together at any moment.”
She started to clear our trash from the table. “But everyone is always trying
to get their shit figured out, right? That’s not new.”
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After lunch we walked out onto a small pier in the back of the storefront.
There, spanning beyond us, was a field of white flowers, floating entirely upon the
water. The largest buds were the size of dinner plates. Once, probably, this had been
land, and it was amazing the way the flowers had adapted, still made roots in their
tenacity, still shown beauty.
“Here?” I said.
“No,” Lena said. “Farther.”
In the distance, a white house sat on stilts, and further off, a white crane
stood alert on its long legs. Each one seemed to mimic the other. Billboards rose as
we continued along the road, advertising shrimp stands, fishing charters. A large
one read: Charter Fishing of Venice! Tuna Fishing in The Last Place on Earth.
“Thank God,” Lena said. “I’m sick of all this land. Aren’t you?”
Right before the marina, a simple white sign greeted us. WELCOME, It said.
You Have Reached the Southernmost Point In Louisiana, GATEWAY TO THE
GULF.
Besides the words was a simple map of the state. I realized we must be in the
small broken off tendrils at the very bottom of the map, the ones barely drawn in.
Our boat didn’t fit in at the marina; it was fragile and humble compared to
the fishing boats. But the water was still, the day wasn’t windy, and Lena wanted to
row it out for a while among them. It was a hot day, and the sun touched everything.
We stripped down to tank tops and shorts and brought beer, the fishing pole, and
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nothing else. We backed the truck up to a shallow stone beach next to the larger
piers and eased in the boat.
The marina was a bay, but then the water opened like a mouth; along the
horizon line we could see the way the water led into the rest of the Gulf, and beyond
the Gulf, the ocean, all oceans, the rest of the world. Besides the heat, it was
beautiful and peaceful out there and we rowed slowly toward the opening of the
bay’s mouth.
We were having such a nice time that I didn’t say anything when I first saw
water, just a slow rise along the sides of the boat, making its way in.
When the water was in up to our ankles, Lena said, “Fuck. I should have
brought a pump.”
I always thought that when a boat sank it happened faster, was a more
immediate danger. But we hadn’t sealed the sides well enough, and the water only
trickled in.
“Jump ship,” Lena said. “We’ll have to hitch a ride.”
The Gulf water was warm and light. I couldn’t touch the bottom but felt that
it wasn’t more than ten feet below me.
A nearby fishing boat idled, then moved toward us. The man on board
offered to tow us back in his motorized skiff.
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“I couldn’t believe my eyes,” he joked. “I thought you were mermaids. I said
to myself, I’m about to hook a pair of twin mermaids!” Then he said some things
that weren’t as nice.
Our clothes and hair were stiff with the warm salt of the Gulf. When we
swam, it had been terrifying and beautiful to look out to the gaping mouth of the
sea. But worse were the large boats, who seemed to circle around us like sharks.
We had to listen to the fisherman give us shit as he made his way back to
shore.
“Silly girls,” he said. “You thought you could take a tiny boat to the end of
the world and just float away.”
“We were fine in there,” Lena yelled over the motor. “We didn’t need you to
save us.”
“It’s not the end of the world, anyway,” I said. “Just look at all this water!”
Lena and I locked eyes. We both stood up, climbed to the edge of the boat,
Lena gave him the finger, and we dove in.
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